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Social Studies, Meaning-Making,

and Accelerated Reading Gains

Social studies education empowers
Studies Weekly White Paper students to be good citizens and make
a positive difference in their communities



Educators know that reading is crit-
ical for academic success in school (Snow,
Porche, Tabors, & Harris, 2007). However,
not all educators agree on the best way to
promote reading gains among varying pop-
ulations of students (Seidenberg, Borken-
hagen, & Kearns, 2020).

According to Tim Shannahan (2022),
while phonics are important, “Comparable
amounts of time should be devoted to the
other important components of reading
comprehension, writing, and the ability to
read text fluently” (para. 28).

Skills practice alone does not consis-
tently yield expected gains. For example,
the Thomas B. Fordham Institute reported
that, “Contrary to the practices of many
schools, time spent on ELA—the subject
that would appear most relevant to the
outcome we're measuring—is not associ-
ated with reading improvement” (Tyner &
Kabourek, 2020, p. 24).

These findings appear to be coun-
terintuitive. After all, education experts
have amassed a vast body of research on
best practices that are effective. John Hat-
tie and his colleagues have documented
many of them in his Visible Learning work
that provides an ongoing meta-analysis of
thousands of research studies international-
ly about which learning practices have the
greatest effect size. Publications by experts
such as Tim Shanahan, Marilyn Adams,
Fisher and Frey, David Pearson, Nell Duke,
and others have contributed decades of re-
search to reading strategies and skills that
could be magnified.

The National Council for the Social
Studies (2017) augmented these studies as
they explored the thinking of foundational
pedagogical theorists such as Piaget and
Vygotsky:

“Children and adolescents are not
empty vessels into which we pour our
adult ideas and knowledge. Decades
of research on how young people
learn have repeatedly reinforced the
view of students as active sense mak-
ers, who rely heavily on language to
mediate their worlds and who are
deeply enmeshed in investigating
their social worlds in search of better
ways to navigate it.” (p. 84)

When we look at the goal of reading
as meaning-making, perhaps it is not ex-
traordinary to consider meaning-making as
the path to reading. When skills are contex-
tualized in meaning, learning accelerates. If
the substance from which to make mean-
ing—to navigate the world and our place in
it—is necessary to grow successful readers,
research by the Fordham Institute becomes
highly relevant. This research finds that the
content is critical for students to grow both
as meaning-makers and readers. Of all pos-
sible content to read, social studies has the
highest outcomes of any other subject.

As the Fordham Institute found:

“Devoting more instructional time
to social studies is associated with
increased reading ability over the
course of five years of elementa-
ry school. This is true for all but the
most affluent students. Female and
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low-income students, as well as those
from non-English-speaking families,
are especially likely to benefit. On the
other hand, increased instructional
time in math, non-core, science, and
— crucially—ELA is generally not as-
sociated with more reading improve-
ment.” (Tyner & Kabourek, 2020, p.
24)

Thus ELA strategies and skills be-
come tools, and tools need material and
substance to be used. Social studies con-
tent is uniquely situated to be engaging
and relevant. Even further, it gives students
valuable practice using reading strategies
to encounter, unpack, and even wrestle
with the content. Combining content with
reading strategies ultimately adds to a stu-
dent’s existing schema, thereby increasing
background knowledge and reading skills.
The ideas inherent in social studies provide
the material through which students can
negotiate the world and their place in it.

When educators pair reading and so-
cial studies, students who need the most
gain the most. Learners of English grow
even more than their native-English-speak-
ing peers, according to research (Tyner &
Kabourek, 2020). When students received
an additional thirty minutes a day of so-
cial studies instruction, non-native English
speakers grew as readers by 25%, while na-
tive English speakers grew by 12%. Both are
significant when juxtaposed with the same
increase in ELA instruction, which yielded
only 7% growth for English learners and 3%
growth for native English speakers (p. 28).

For English learners, context is criti-
cal. As Beck, McKeown, and Kucan (2013)

have noted, "It is important for students
to understand the relationship between
words and the broader context; the word
has to make sense within the context and
the words bring meaning to context” (p.
152). Social studies topics offer that mean-
ingful context that readers can connect to.
That context, along with multiple scaffolds
such as rich images, annotation tools, read-
aloud text with sync highlighting, etc. are
found in Studies Weekly, and designed to
build strong reading skills for both mono-
lingual and multilingual students.

Another point of learning that Stud-
ies Weekly provides is an embedded in-
quiry process. By using overarching ques-
tions, students focus their learning. Jeffery
Wilhem (2007) argues that “[w]ithout pur-
pose, significant learning is difficult if not
impossible to achieve” (p. 8). He explains
that the inquiry process, as outlined by the
C3 Framework (National Council for the
Social Studies, 2017), helps students focus
their learning around the purpose of larger
questions.

Using compelling questions to focus
reading and connect new learning to an
existing schema aligns with research, con-

ducted by Zhang and Duke (2008), about
what good readers do:

“Often from the minute they look at
the text, they are making predictions
about it, drawing on a range of prior
knowledge about text, the content,
and so on. As they read, they revis-
it these predictions and make new
ones. They are “selectively attentive”
with the text. [...] They work to para-
phrase and summarize what they are
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reading.They ask themselves ques- are reading about through the elements of
tions, create mental images, and story and connecting text to self (Combs &
make a broad range of inferences Beach, 1994).

[...]. They critique and evaluate the
text itself, often having strong, affec-
tive responses to the text.” (pp. 130-

Reading is an important part of
school, without a doubt. Therefore, by fo-
cusing on reading social studies content

131) through engaging, scaffolded programs

In addition, social studies provides such as Studies Weekly, students have rich

the stories through which students connect content that is ripe for connections. While
themselves to historical events. They learn students are engaged in making meaning,

about history as it is passed down; they
recognize the significance of events they

References

Adglmli, M. J., Foorman, B. R., Lundberg, I., & Beeler, T. (1998). Phonemic awareness in young children: A classroom curriculum. Brooks
Publishing.

Beck, I. L., McKeown, M. G., & Kucan, L. (2013). Bringing words to life: Robust vocabulary instruction (2nd ed.). Guilford Press.

Combs, M., & Beach, J. D. (1994). Stories and storytelling: Personalizing the social studies. The Reading Teacher, 47(6), 464-471.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/20201292

Fisher, D., & Frey, N. (2013). Rigorous reading: 5 access points for comprehending complex texts. Corwin.

Fisher, D., Frey, N., & Hattie, J. (2016). Visible learning for literacy, grades K-12: Implementing the practices that work best to accelerate
student learning. Corwin.

Frankel, K. K., Becker, B. L., Rowe, M. W., & Pearson, P. D. (2016). From “What is Reading?” to What is Literacy? The Journal of Educa-
tion, 196(3), 7-17. https://doi.org/10.1177/002205741619600303

Hattie, J. (2011). Visible learning for teachers: Maximizing Impact on learning. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203181522

National Council for the Social Studies. (2017, June). College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework for social studies state standards:
Guidance for enhancing the rigor of K-12 civics, economics, geography, and history. https://www.socialstudies.org/standards/c3

National Governors Association Center for Best Practices and Council of Chief State School Officers. (2010). Common core
state standards for English language arts and literacy in history/social studies, science, and technical subjects. Washington, DC.
http://www.corestandards.org/assets/CCSSI_ELA%20Standards.pdf

Seidenberg, M. S., Borkenhagen, M. C., Kearns, D. M. (2020). Lost in translation? Challenges in connecting reading science and educa-
tional practice. Reading Research Quarterly, 55(S1), S119-S130. https://doi.org/10.1002/rrq.341

Shanahan, T. (2022, September 10). What do you think of “phonics first” or “phonics only” in the primary grades? Shanahan on Litera-
?/. https://shanahanonliteracy.com/blog/what-do-you-think-of-phonics-first-or-phonics-only-in-the-primary-grades#sthash.AcOONOwa.
b

pos

Sng\l/v,hC. E., Porche, M. V,, Tabors, P. O., & Harris, S. R. (2007). Is literacy enough? Pathways to academic success for adolescents. Brookes
Publishing.

Tyner, A. & Kabourek, S. (2020, September). Social Studies Instruction and Reading Comprehension: Evidence from the Early Childhood
Longitudinal Study. Washington D.C.: Thomas B. Fordham Institute. https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/resources/social-studies-in-
struction-and-reading-comprehension

Wilhelm, J. (2007). Engaging readers and writers with inquiry: Promoting deep understandings in language arts and the content areas
with guiding questions. Scholastic.

Zhang S., & Duke, N. (2008). Strate%ies for internet reading with different reading purposes: A descriptive study of twelve good internet
readers. Journal of Literacy Research, 40(1),128-162. https://doi.org/10.1080/108629608020704



http://studiesweekly.com/social-studies
http://www.jstor.org/stable/20201292  
https://doi.org/10.1177/002205741619600303  
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203181522  
https://www.socialstudies.org/standards/c3 
http://www.corestandards.org/assets/CCSSI_ELA%20Standards.pdf  
https://doi.org/10.1002/rrq.341  
https://shanahanonliteracy.com/blog/what-do-you-think-of-phonics-first-or-phonics-only-in-the-primar
https://shanahanonliteracy.com/blog/what-do-you-think-of-phonics-first-or-phonics-only-in-the-primar
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/resources/social-studies-instruction-and-reading-comprehension
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/resources/social-studies-instruction-and-reading-comprehension
https://doi.org/10.1080/108629608020704

