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Unlocking Social Studies Text
How High School Teachers Can Support Students with Reading Difficulties

By Jeanne Wanzek

High school students with reading difficulties face incredible 
challenges navigating content learning. Content-area 
teachers in disciplines such as social studies seek to culti-
vate students who can identify and communicate key 

ideas, provide explanations of and evidence for these ideas, and 
evaluate differing perspectives on a topic by assessing evidence and 
claims. These crucial goals require active engagement of students 
to obtain a great deal of new content knowledge and to assimilate 
it with their existing background knowledge. In addition, students 
need to learn and use the language of the discipline, read and 
understand text within the discipline, and actively apply their newly 
obtained knowledge to reasoning and decision-making tasks.

However, across the United States there are students in nearly 
every class who have not achieved proficiency in reading by the 
time they enter high school.1 These students face significant bar-
riers in preparing for college, for careers with livable wages, and 
for civic engagement.

Social studies teachers also face significant challenges; it is 
very difficult to meet all students’ needs when some can easily 
learn independently from text and others require extensive sup-
ports to understand text adequately. The data from a recent study 
with 11th-grade social studies classes revealed that disparities 
between students are often quite stark: fall reading achievement 
scores in a typical class spanned more than 2.5 standard devia-
tions of reading achievement,2 which means reading achievement 
in many classes can span more than 70 percentile points (e.g., 9th 
percentile to 82nd percentile). With such a wide range of reading 
abilities in their classes, it was impossible for those social studies 
teachers to focus solely on the content and discourse of the pri-
mary and secondary text sources in their curricula. Although there 
is enormous variety among high school students with limited 
literacy, many have some foundational word-reading skills* but 
may struggle with text because of its vocabulary, structure, or 
length; they may also have difficulty making connections and 
inferences in the text, in part because they lack assumed back-
ground knowledge or effective strategies for monitoring their 
comprehension of the text while reading.

How can a teacher address the needs of students who are not 
proficient readers at the same time they are trying to teach a moun-Jeanne Wanzek is the Currey-Ingram Endowed Chair and a professor in 

the Department of Special Education at Peabody College of Vanderbilt 
University. A former special education and elementary school teacher, she 
researches effective reading instruction, intervention, prevention, and 
remediation for students with reading difficulties and disabilities.

*For more on foundational literacy skills, see “Teaching Reading Is Rocket Science” in 
the Summer 2020 issue of American Educator: aft.org/ae/summer2020/moats.IL
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dents could write at least two reasons 
a person might have immigrated to 
America. That discussion concludes 
the comprehension canopy, which is 
intended to be simple and brief (tak-
ing only 7 to 10 minutes) to provide a 
framework to engage students in the 
upcoming content.

Teach Essential Content-Specific Words and Concepts

Another beginning-of-the-unit instructional practice is to 
explicitly introduce four or five essential words or concepts 
necessary for understanding the content of the unit. Explicit 
vocabulary instruction benefits students’ comprehension of 
material, particularly for students with reading difficulties.8 
Selection of these words should consider usefulness and 
importance in the discipline. For example, the word revenue is 
an important and useful word in many social studies units. It 

tain of content? Although it is critical that students with reading 
difficulties receive appropriate interventions outside of the social 
studies classroom to improve their reading achievement, embed-
ding disciplinary literacy within the content may help teachers 
address the diverse needs of students and stay focused on the 
important content they are teaching. In truth, most students (even 
many who are strong readers) need instruction in successfully read-
ing and understanding text in specific disciplines.3 For example, a 
historian may read a diary entry by a famous politician skeptically 
(i.e., is she intentionally writing for posterity?), but take a diary entry 
by a not-famous waitress in a small town at face value. Likewise, a 
historian would consider related factors, such as when and where 
each diary entry was written, what ideas and events were prominent 
locally and globally, and other issues that may have affected the 
writers. Then, there are the vocabulary, structure, and other text-
specific aspects of historical reading. 

Embedding discipline-specific literacy instruction within 
social studies content can assist a variety of students, including 
those with reading difficulties, to build higher-level reading abili-
ties, increase knowledge acquisition, and improve their overall 
content learning. Moreover, many state learning standards 
already address the need for discipline-specific literacy instruc-
tion in content areas such as social studies.4

Enhancing Students’ Comprehension in  
Social Studies
So, what are some instructional practices that can feasibly be 
embedded in the content, that enhance (and do not detract from) 
the content, and that have demonstrated the ability to improve 
students’ content understanding? The research on adolescent 
academic literacy suggests several recommendations, such as 
providing support for students to read and comprehend increas-
ingly complex text, offering explicit instruction in vocabulary and 
concepts that are a part of the discipline and text reading, and 
engaging students in content and text discussions to promote 
higher-level reasoning and critical thinking.5

Based on this body of research, five instructional practices are 
outlined below. Social studies teachers can embed these practices 
into their existing instruction to further engage students in the 
subject matter and provide support for discipline-specific reading. 
Middle and high school social studies teachers who have embed-
ded these instructional practices in their units consistently see 
increased student content knowledge as compared with typical 
instructional practices,6 including for students with disabilities.7 

Start with a Comprehension Canopy

The comprehension canopy serves as a unit starter and consists 
of three very brief components: establishing a purpose, asking an 
overarching question, and priming initial background knowledge. 
At the beginning of each instructional unit, teachers provide a 
purpose for the upcoming unit and readings, along with an over-
arching question to guide comprehension during the unit. This 
question is revisited throughout the unit as students learn new 
content that addresses the question. Therefore, the question gives 
students an explicit organizer for the content they are learning. 
The question should be broad and cover the key ideas from the 
unit so that students can organize the critical information they 
learn to fully address the question by the end of the unit. For 

example, in a unit on the Gilded Age, the unit question may be 
“During the Gilded Age, how did the economic, political, and 
social landscape of America change?” 

Teachers also provide a brief introduction to the unit, to build 
some background knowledge about the upcoming content. When 
possible, it is helpful for this introduction, or part of it, to be pro-
vided in a short video (of three to five minutes). Videos should 
provide information about at least one key concept that will be 
covered in the unit and be chosen to pique student interest in 
learning the content of the unit. Students briefly discuss a 
prompted question or two about the video with a partner to pro-
cess the video. Questions can help students make connections 
between their knowledge and the content of the video and the 
upcoming unit. For example, to introduce a unit on the Gilded 
Age, a teacher may start with a video about Ellis Island and pro-
vide questions such as “Who in your family was the first to come 
to America?” and “Why did they leave their native land to come 
here?” Or a teacher may decide to connect to the perspective of 
the people in the video, asking “Imagine you were the first in your 
family to come to America. Why might you choose to leave your 
native land to come here?” To prepare for their discussion, stu-

Most students (even many  
who are strong readers) need 
instruction in successfully  
reading and understanding  
text in specific disciplines.
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may be essential for a student to fully understand this word if 
they are to engage in discourse and analysis of the social stud-
ies discipline. As a result, revenue may be selected as an essen-
tial word to explicitly teach students. Often, teachers provide 
the essential word instruction right after completing the com-
prehension canopy to help increase equity in terms of vocabu-
lary and background knowledge before any other unit content 
is taught. 

After selecting the essential words for the unit, explicit 
instruction is provided in the mean-
ing and the use of the words. Research 
on learning new words and concepts 
points to the importance of providing 
instruction beyond just definitions of 
the words.9 The following five-step 
routine is an effective way to intro-
duce and discuss each word. It usu-
ally takes a total of 15 to 20 minutes. 

1. Provide a student-friendly definition.
2. Show a visual representation of the word to help students 

remember its meaning. 
3. Present related words to help students make connections 

between the new word and other known words.
4. Discuss examples and nonexamples of the word or word use.
5. Prompt pairs of students to discuss and apply the meaning of 

the word.

The box to the left provides an example of this routine for the word 
urbanization.

Research on vocabulary learning suggests students need 
repeated exposure to new words and opportunities to apply their 
word knowledge in order to retain the word or concept in their 
vocabulary.10 Accordingly, essential words should be used 
throughout the unit, including in the texts students will be read-
ing. Essential words can also be reviewed through short warm-up 
activities at the beginning of several class periods throughout the 
unit. These warm-up activities are developed to allow the students 
to work independently for two to three minutes to apply word 
knowledge within the content. For example, after students have 
been learning and reading about the pros and cons of urbaniza-
tion, a warm-up activity to review and apply the word might 
include students examining a photograph of a large urban area 
that they have been studying and then writing one challenge of 
urbanization and a potential solution in each of several areas (e.g., 
environment, public health, housing, transportation, employ-
ment). Warm-up activities can be spread out over the course of 
the unit, with each of the essential words and concepts reviewed 
in this mode at least once during the unit. 

Provide Support for Critical Content Readings

The critical readings instructional practice helps ensure that all 
students, even those who are still developing as readers, work 
through and comprehend content within primary and secondary 
text sources. In order to provide sufficient support for the varying 
levels of readers in the class, critical readings happen during class 
time and typically require approximately 20 minutes. 

To begin a reading, teachers provide a brief introduction that 
sets the context. This introduction can include emphasizing 

Using the Five-Step Routine to 
Teach Urbanization

Definition 

The movement of people from rural to urban areas and the 
resulting physical growth of cities. 

Visualization 

Related Words

Urban expansion, urban sprawl, development, migration

Example of Word Use

The United Nations forecasts that the pace of global urban-
ization will continue to quicken, and that 60 percent of the 
world’s population will live in cities by the year 2030. (That’s 
amazing, considering that only 13 percent of the world’s 
population lived in cities in 1900.) 

Example 

New York City

Nonexample

Harvard, Illinois (a small town in the Midwest)

Turn and Talk

Select one of the following topics to address: economic 
opportunity or climate change. For the selected topic, tell 
your partner two benefits and two challenges of urbanization.

• Example: Urbanization creates more economic opportuni-
ties for individuals because there are more businesses and 
more job training opportunities. However, individuals 
moving to big cities to pursue economic opportunities 
face high rents and many other newcomers also searching 
for jobs.

Students need repeated  
exposure to new words and 
opportunities to apply their 
word knowledge in order to 

retain the word or concept in 
their vocabulary.
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essential words students will encounter and connecting the infor-
mation they will read to the overarching question for the unit. For 
example, building on the question “During the Gilded Age, how 
did the economic, political, and social landscape of America 
change?,” a teacher may say, “In this reading, we will learn about 
some of the economic issues facing workers during the Gilded 
Age.” Students can read the text as a whole class with the teacher, 
in small groups, in pairs, or independently. Depending on stu-
dents’ needs, teachers may also divide the class, with some read-
ing independently and others reading as a group with teacher 
support. Even when teachers are assisting, it is important that 
students do the majority of the reading (rather than the teacher 
or another student reading it to them). Students can only gain 
practice in reading and understanding content-area text indepen-
dently if they are actually reading. 

Teachers guide the students to stop in two to three predeter-
mined places in the text (e.g., after one to two paragraphs or one 
section) to monitor comprehension of the text. At these stopping 
points, students answer key text questions about the text read thus 
far, verbally or in writing (e.g., In what ways does the author seem 
to feel that immigrants were once important to the American 
economy? How does the author feel labor conditions have now 
changed?), and briefly discuss responses before continuing the 
reading. Discussions should be brief and focused on the reading 
and the text question, rather than a time to provide an extended 
lecture on the content. The teacher also leads a debriefing of the 
whole text after the reading is completed. The critical readings 
routine is typically used two to three times during a two-week unit. 

Use Teams to Monitor Content Understanding

Team-based learning, a practice first used in higher education 
and adapted for middle and high school,11 involves the use of 
heterogeneous, permanent teams of students (three to five stu-
dents at the high school level) to discuss and apply content 
throughout the unit. One use of these teams is to monitor student 
understanding and learning of the content using comprehension 
checks. These occur a couple of times during each unit and are 
designed to take about 15 minutes, with an additional 5 minutes 
for targeted instruction. 

How are comprehension checks implemented? A short quiz 
(about five multiple-choice questions) of the content and vocabu-
lary learned in the unit thus far is given to all students. Teachers 
intentionally develop questions that do have a correct answer, but 
require students to integrate and evaluate key aspects of the cur-
riculum. For example, rather than asking “What is urbanization?,” 
a teacher may ask “Which of the following is not a cause of rapid 
urbanization during the Gilded Age?,” requiring students to inte-
grate their knowledge of urbanization with the causes during the 
Gilded Age. 

Students first complete the quiz individually and turn it in to 
the teacher. This provides the teacher with information on indi-
vidual student understanding and retention of the unit content 
covered. Next, students get into their teams and answer the same 
questions again. Because the questions have been carefully 
crafted to draw on multiple aspects of the content, they are likely 
to elicit discussion of the content during the team work. In addi-
tion, because each student has already taken the quiz, each is 
prepared to contribute to the discussion. 

During the teams’ work on the quiz questions, they are 
allowed to use their texts and notes from class to find evidence 
supporting their answers. The teams discuss each question and 
come to consensus on an answer with their evidence. As teams 
mark their answers, they receive immediate feedback from a 
scratch-off card or a digital version of the quiz (that, like a 
scratch-off, only indicates whether an answer is right or wrong). 
If a team does not get the correct answer, they go back to discuss-
ing the question with their text and notes until they come to 
consensus on another answer. The teacher moves between 
teams as they discuss, facilitating their use of evidence and rea-
soning. The teacher can also identify any misunderstandings or 
content gaps in the students’ discussions. The teacher collects 
the scratch-off cards or digital results when the teams are fin-
ished, particularly to examine questions that took teams mul-
tiple attempts before obtaining the correct answer. 

Together, these individual and team comprehension checks 
provide information on students’ understanding of the content thus 
far and their readiness for content application activities. The teacher 
uses the information from the individual answers, discussions, and 
team answers to plan individual, small-group, or whole-class 
instruction that is targeted to address knowledge gaps. 

Use Teams to Apply Content Knowledge

At the end of the unit, students apply the knowledge they have 
acquired. Students once again work in their teams to integrate 

Even when teachers are  
assisting, it is important that 
students do the majority of  
the reading.
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the unit content in a problem-solving or perspective-taking 
activity. Because the activity is designed to elicit discussion and 
decision making using the content from the unit, prompts are 
complex. For example, teams may be asked to “Imagine you 
serve on an advisory committee to a Gilded Age president. As a 
team, make a recommendation regarding whether the United 
States should limit immigration. Provide at least two economic, 
two political, and two social reasons in support of your recom-
mendation.” Each team discusses each aspect of the task; identi-
fies evidence or support for their reasoning from their notes, 
readings, and other class resources from the unit; and records 
key information. 

Providing graphic organizers—such as a table for each of the 
unit readings on immigration where students can identify the 
author’s perspective, audience, general argument, and support-
ing evidence—and breaking the task into clear steps can help 
high school students work through the activity effectively. By the 
end of the activity, each team prepares a written response stating 
their decision and rationale (e.g., the team’s recommendation 
and their economic, political, and social support points). Com-
ing back together as a whole class, the teams report on their 
conclusions and rationales. The teacher highlights high-quality 
use of text to support ideas, requires teams to report on their text 
evidence when it is lacking, and facilitates student questions 
about a team’s conclusions. Key connections between the activ-
ity, the student conclusions, and the overarching question are 

then discussed to bring closure to the unit. Finally, the teacher 
facilitates an evaluation of the team process and success working 
together. For example, each team member might rate their team 
or their peers on items such as use of text-based evidence, active 
contributing, active listening, critical thinking, or teamwork. 

Together, consistently using this set of practices to provide 
instruction for each content unit can help all students, including 
students with reading difficulties, read and understand the con-
tent as well as fully engage in the content. These practices ensure 
students engage in not only knowledge acquisition but also the 
application of that knowledge. The table on page 15 provides a 
summary of the activities within each instructional practice.

Students with reading difficulties need continuity in the sup-
ports they are provided across their academics in order to suc-
ceed in high school. A reading difficulty should not mean that 
students have to fall behind in their other academic areas. Social 
studies teachers can substantially raise achievement when they 
have the tools to engage and support a variety of students in 
learning their discipline. ☐
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