Reading Social
Studies Texts:
Best Practices in
Action

Advisors
•

•

•
•

•

•

Katherine Bishop
Exceptional Needs Educator
Putnam City Public Schools
National Education Association
Oklahoma City
Michael Kamil
Professor, Language Learning
and Policy
Stanford University School of
Education
Timothy Shanahan
Professor of Urban Education
University of Illinois at Chicago
Jeanne Wanzek
Assistant Professor
Florida Center for Reading
Research and Special
Education
Florida State University
Tallahassee
Paul Carney
Coordinator of Ready or Not
Reading and Step Up Writing
programs for the Center of
College Readiness
English Instructor
Minnesota State Community
and Technical College
Elfrieda H. (Freddy) Hiebert
President and CEO
TextProject, Inc.

Readability in Social Studies is
really about ensuring students’
understanding.
“What’s the readability of this Social Studies textbook?” is one of the earliest
questions that most teachers have when selecting a new program. While
this seems straightforward, it is actually one of the most important questions
to be answered. Far beyond wanting to know a simple score such as a
Lexile Text Measure, teachers want to know how a new program will
support their own students in reading text and understanding content. This
includes everything from addressing “My students can’t read” through “My
kids won’t read” to “My students read very well and need more rigorous
texts.” Solving the readability problem gets at the heart of what is needed
for students to succeed in social studies and in life. Fortunately, there is a
growing body of scholarship on how to support all levels of learners in
reading complex text, and Pearson Social Studies programs have been built
from the ground up to incorporate these best practices.

All students should get the
support they need to
access complex text—this
is critical for mastering
social studies standards.

Text should not be
written down,
rather the level of
support increased.

Best Practices to Address Reading

research-based materials for

in Social Studies

students as well as comprehensive
teacher support and professional

In the current scholarship on

development.

reading in the content area, the
central messages are clear:

Support to Access Complex Text
There are many ways that a social

1.

All students should be given

studies program can support all

the support they need to

learners in accessing complex text.

access complex text and

Social Studies programs should:

acquire core content
knowledge. The text should not

•

access to on-level text,

be written down to a lower
level, rather the level of

•

support should be increased.
2.

Provide all students with

Organize text into small,
digestible chunks with a

Students should interact

clean design that limits

directly with the text in order to

distractions. Visuals

draw meaning from the text,

provided should link to
main ideas of the text,

3.

Students’ arguments and ideas
need to be supported by facts

•

Provide point-of-use
vocabulary support, and

and examples from the text.

check for comprehension
Research suggests that students

as they read,

need two key areas of support—
support to access complex text,
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•

Offer structured support for

and support to acquire core

interacting with text

content knowledge. Both of these

including graphic

areas should be addressed

organizers and note-taking

through robust, multimodal,

prompts,
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Offering a
lower-level text
does not give
students the
opportunity to
improve their
reading skills.
•

Ask questions that require students to interact with text to make
meaning and to think critically,

•

Require students to cite text to support answers,

•

Offer explicit instruction in reading strategies, including how to
analyze primary sources, and

•

Provide extensive opportunities for practice with on-level text.

While offering a lower-level textbook seems like a quick solution, this does
not offer students the opportunity to improve their reading skills. Instead
of using a lower-level text, new instructional technology can offer “just

Access for all doesn’t
mean watering
things down. New
instructional
technology can offer
“just right” support
based on individual
student needs.

right” support for reading and understanding complex text based on
individual student needs. In this way, all students can gain access to
complex text and improve their reading skills.
Support to Acquire Core Content
The second key area is to offer an increased level of support for
acquiring core content. Research points to many ways to support this:
•

Frame learning through inquiry (such as Project Based Learning),

•

Connect to prior knowledge and make personal meaning,

•

Fill in missing background knowledge of core concepts,

•

Provide core content in multiple formats and delivery methods,

•

Reinforce core lesson objectives with summarized content,

•

Model thinking about core content in class,

(continued)
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•

•

Offer frequent formative

contains nothing that interrupts the

assessment with feedback

flow of the narrative content. The

and opportunities for

text is laid out more like a modern

remediation and

magazine than an old school

enrichment,

book. Gone are the boxes of

Use data about content
mastery to inform reteaching and extension
activities.

special features that disoriented
struggling readers and distracted
learners—instead these have been
moved online for a richer, more
interactive experience. Now the
visuals and text on each page

Putting Best Practices in Action

were able to secure the resources they
needed within their new possessions.
In 1941, General Hideki Tojo (hì
DEHK ee TOH joh) became the Japanese
prime minister. Known as “the Razor”
for his sharp mind, he focused intently
on military expansion but sought to keep
the United States neutral. Throughout the
summer of 1941, Japan and the United
States attempted to negotiate an end to
their disagreement, but with little success.
Japan was bent on further expansion, and
the United States was firmly against it.
Finally, in late November 1941, Cordell
Hull, the U.S. Secretary of State, rejected
Japan’s latest demands.
Diplomatic relations continued for
the next week, but Tojo had given up on
peace. By early December he had made
the decision to deliver a decisive first blow
against the United States.

I saw more planes coming in, passing
over Battleship Row dropping bombs.
I remember very clearly what looked
like a dive-bomber coming in over
the Arizona and dropping a bomb.
I saw that bomb go down through
what looked like a stack, and almost
instantly it cracked the bottom of the
Arizona, blowing the whole bow loose.
It rose out of the water and settled.
I could see flames, fire, and smoke
coming out of that ship, and I saw
two men flying through the air and
the fire, screaming as they went.

The Attack on Pearl Harbor As
Japanese diplomats wrangled in the U.S.
capital, Japan’s navy sailed for Pearl
Harbor, Hawaii, the site of the United
States Navy’s main Pacific base. The
forces that Tojo sent from Japan under
the command of Vice Admiral Chuichi
Nagumo (joo EE chee nah GOO moh)
included 6 aircraft carriers, 360 airplanes,
an assortment of battleships and cruisers,
and a number of submarines. Their
mission was to eradicate the American
naval and air presence in the Pacific with
a surprise attack. Such a blow would
prevent Americans from mounting a
strong resistance to Japanese expansion.
The attackers struck with devastating
power, taking the American forces
completely by surprise.

—Corpsman James F. Anderson, aboard the hospital ship USS
Solace in Pearl Harbor

>> The USS Arizona sank during the attack. Nearly 1,200 sailors and
marines died aboard this ship, which still lies at the bottom of the
harbor.

Map

World War II
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The Aftermath of the Attack The
Americans suffered heavy losses: nearly
2,500 people killed, 8 battleships severely
damaged, 3 destroyers left unusable, 3
light cruisers damaged, and 160 aircraft
destroyed and 128 more damaged. The
U.S. battle fleet was out of commission for
nearly six months, allowing the Japanese
to access the raw materials of their newlyconquered territories, just as they had
planned.

14.3 The United States Enters World War II

brain research, instructional

the text. Text is organized in a clear

practices, and technology, the

structure—lessons are “chunked”

new Pearson Social Studies

into small, digestible sections. At

programs are able to provide

the end of each section, students

unprecedented levels of support

check their comprehension by

for all learners. As a result of

answering a question about what

partnering with teachers all over

they read—this ensures that they

the country, authors, and reading

are thinking about their reading as

experts, Pearson has created

they go.

and to acquire core content
>> In late 1941, the prime minister of Japan, Hideki Tojo,
planned a surprise attack on American forces.

Yesterday, December 7, 1941—a
date which will live in infamy—
the United States of America was
suddenly and deliberately attacked
by naval and air forces of the Empire
of Japan. . . . The facts of yesterday
speak for themselves. The people of
the United States have already formed
their opinions and well understand
the implications to the very life and
safety of our nation. . . . No matter how
long it may take us to overcome this
World War II

understand as a result of reading

support to access complex text

Roosevelt Declares War The attack on Pearl Harbor
was a turning point for the United States. The Japanese
dictatorship’s aggression, culminating in the attack on
Pearl Harbor, was a compelling reason for the United
States to enter the war.
As the news spread across the nation and FDR
prepared to address Congress, Americans rallied
together. Many did not know what to expect, but they
anticipated monumental changes. Journalist Marquis
Child recalled thinking, “Nothing will ever be the
same,” and added, “it never was the same.”
The smoke rising from Pearl Harbor left little doubt
in anyone’s mind about the necessity of declaring
war on Japan. Earlier in 1941, further qualms about
supporting the Allies had risen when Stalin’s Soviet
Union joined their ranks. The Soviet Union became one
of the Allies when Germany went back on the NaziSoviet Nonaggression Pact and invaded the Soviet
Union in June 1941. Although the alliance with the
Soviet Union would continue to be an uneasy one, Pearl
Harbor finally ended the political divisions between
isolationists and interventionists.
On December 8, President Roosevelt gave a speech
to Congress asking for a declaration of war:

>> Japanese planes are readied for the attack aboard the
Japanese aircraft carrier Hiryu. Determine Point of
View Who do you think took this picture? Why would
that person have wanted to document this event?
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“Love the magazine look of the
student book—today’s kids are so
visual and all of these images that
are focused on key content will
really help them learn.”
- Delia, U.S. history teacher,
Pearson Social Studies
Participatory Design Committee

takeaways” that students must

Combining new breakthroughs in

programs that offer extensive

Despite these losses, the situation was not as bad as
it could have been. The most important ships—aircraft
carriers—were out at sea at the time of the attack and
survived untouched. In addition, seven heavy cruisers
were also out at sea. Of the battleships in Pearl Harbor,
only three—the USS Arizona, the USS Oklahoma, and
the USS Utah —suffered irreparable damage. American
submarine bases also survived the morning, as did
important fuel supplies and maintenance facilities.
In the final analysis, Nagumo proved too
conservative. He canceled a third wave of bombers and
refused to seek out the aircraft carriers. The American
Pacific Fleet survived.

support the main ideas, or “key

knowledge.

Digital Course: Students can also
access the same narrative text
online. Students see each reading
chunk on screen, click on visuals to

Design Text for All Learners

see them full screen, and answer

The design of the Pearson Social

an auto-scored question to check

Studies text is geared to improve

their comprehension. Vocabulary

access for all learners. This focus on

support is provided at point-of-use,

readability starts with physical

and English language learner

accessibility—students can read

suggestions are provided as well.

text in three different ways—print

The text is mobile friendly and its

Student Edition, narrative on a

responsive design will adjust based

Digital Course, and eText.

on the screen size of each device
to optimize reading.

Student Edition: The print textbook
has a clean, uncluttered design

eText: If students want to read text

that is easy to read. Based on

online or offline in an eBook type

advice from our reading advisors,

format then they use the eText. This

the Pearson Social Studies print text

way of accessing the text provides
the narrative text as well as videos
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and interactive features. The eText

questions in the print Student

how to read and analyze primary

offers many reading support and

Edition and the Digital Course

sources through interactive

study tools, including highlighting,

require students to practice citing

readings focused on “unpacking”

notes, search, and more.

text, primary sources, and other

complex text. As a result, all

evidence to support their answers.

students will have access to

At the end of each topic, core

extensive opportunities for practice

content is reviewed through writing

with these complex texts.

Interact with the Text
The Interactive Reading Notepad is
an excellent way to provide
students with a “structure” for
interacting with complex text. The
Notepad gives students the lesson
objectives, key terms, and
academic vocabulary for the

assignments. Students also can
demonstrate knowledge and
ability to access complex text
through practice questions in
standardized test format.

Frame Learning through Inquiry
Over the past ten years, there has
been a growing body of research
about the effectiveness of inquirybased instruction. Many teachers

lesson. It also steps them through

Explicit Instruction in Reading

are using Project Based Learning

the narrative text with extensive

Research shows that the most

(PBL) as a way to help all levels of

close reading support. Teachers

effective way for students to learn

students learn, apply, and retain

can walk the whole class through

to access complex text is by giving

content knowledge. Pearson

the Interactive Reading Notepad

them explicit instruction in reading

partnered with the Buck Institute

for each lesson or assign it to

strategies. However, most social

and Constitutional Rights

individual students who need extra

studies teachers do not have

Foundation to provide step-by-step

reading support and scaffolding.

experience teaching reading nor

resources for three different forms

Students can also use lesson

can they spend a lot of class time

of inquiry—Project-Based Learning

graphic organizers and notetaking

on reading apart from social

team projects, Document-Based

prompts from the Reading and

studies content. Therefore, the

Question writing assignments, and

Notetaking Workbook to work

Pearson Social Studies programs

Civic Discussion activities.

directly with their text.

include on-demand tutorials on

Interactions with the text are also
fostered through a scaffolded
questioning strategy that builds
from lower to higher order thinking

reading skills (as well as other 21st
century skills) that can be assigned
as-needed. Most importantly for
social studies, students will learn

Connect to Make Meaning
Brain research shows that making a
personal and emotional
connection to content helps a
person retain that content. For this

within each lesson. Users of old
textbooks may be astonished at
the level of rigor required by
questions in the new programs, but
this is exactly what is expected
from students on high-stakes tests,
as well as for college and career
readiness. To get all levels of
students ready, every lesson
provides multiple opportunities to
interact with text to make meaning
and think critically. The rigorous

5

Explicit instruction in
reading strategies to
access complex text,
especially primary
sources, is critical for
all learners.
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Making a
personal
connection
gets students
ready to learn.

reason, each topic of instruction starts off with a My Story Video.
Developed in partnership with NBCLearn, these videos tell the stories
of people who had personal experiences related to the content
students will be learning about. An Essential Question posed at the
beginning of each topic also helps students connect to prior
knowledge, develop curiosity, and make connections to other
disciplines or the real world. Using essential questions to create
intellectual meaning and stories to create emotional meaning have
both been shown to increase long-term understanding and
retention of learning.

Today’s students
learn in so many
ways—shouldn’t
core content be
delivered in a variety
of ways, too?

Fill in Missing Background
Since a major challenge with accessing complex text and acquiring
new content is a lack of background knowledge, Pearson Social
Studies programs provide support for this that can be used as whole
class or individual instruction. Built as tutorials, students and teachers
can access quick overviews of core concepts from the strands of
social studies: government, history, geography, culture, economics,
and personal finance. Teachers also can use or assign 21st century
skill lessons so that students can learn everything from how to
collaborate or conduct internet research to how to read a map or
analyze a primary source.
Provide Core Content in Multiple Ways
Since students differ in reading level, skill readiness, interests, and
learner profiles, Pearson Social Studies offers access to core content
in multiple ways. Each of these ways have been carefully designed
to provide access to different types of learners—videos, tutorials,
interactivities, self-quizzes, and lesson summaries all focusing on the

6
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key takeaways that every student

Active Classroom Strategies:

Formative Assessment

must master to meet social studies

Teachers can use these

Each lesson in Pearson Social

content standards. Content assets

strategies to increase

Studies provides a quick auto-

can be viewed as a class, assigned

participation, raise student

graded quiz that gives your

to groups of learners, or offered as

energy-levels and attentiveness,

students instant feedback about

remediation or enrichment to

check understanding, and

which objectives they learned and

individual students based on

differentiate instruction by

which they still need to master. This

interest or performance.

facilitating a quick, in-class

formative assessment provides

experience that covers and

each student with remediation and

reinforces core content. Active

enrichment recommendations

Classroom Strategies also

based on their individual

provide teachers with the

performance.

In addition to reading the narrative
text, here are some diverse ways
students can access core content:
•

Lesson Summaries: Instead of

opportunity to model critical

eliminating access to complex

thinking skills and to encourage

text by giving students lower

students to support their

level texts, short summaries of

arguments with evidence from

each lesson written below

text and primary sources.

grade level help them acquire

•

Data to Guide Instruction
At the end of every topic, a
summative test provides a more
comprehensive assessment that
includes higher-order thinking,

At the most fundamental level,

primary sources, maps, and other

using a digital course with multiple

visual stimulus, and rigorous open-

Editable Presentations: Provide

ways to learn increases student

ended writing prompts. After

a visual presentation of each

access to content because they

students submit their tests, the

lesson’s core content.

can interact on their own with

system generates an easy-to-

digital content. 24 hours a day and

understand visual dashboard

7 days a week, they can choose

mastery report for the teacher. This

how to navigate the content and

data provides whole class and

what assets to replay or use as

individual student views of:

the core content they need.
•

•

Flipped Videos: “Kahn
Academy-style” overview of the
main points of the lesson as
taught by a master teacher,
these videos can be used to flip

study tools.

instruction, as remediation for
struggling readers, or as a quick
way for absent students to
make up work.
•

Interactive Features: Digital
activities focus on the core
content for each lesson, with an
emphasis on key standards.
Features include 3-D models,
charts, primary source image
galleries, cartoons, illustrations,
timelines, and simulations.
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By using Active
Classroom Strategies
paired with digital
features, teachers
can model ways to
think critically about
core content.
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•

Mastery: covers test scores and
standard skill mastery for your
class and for individual
students,

•

•

Today, educators are being asked
to shift the emphasis from content
coverage to preparation for life

Progress: shows which students

beyond the classroom. Pearson’s

have completed their

new Social Studies programs are

assignments, who's in progress,

designed to meet these higher

and who's not started yet,

expectations, while offering new

Usage: data shows how much
time each student spent in

Pearson Social Studies
programs give teachers
effective new ways to
support all students in
reading and understanding
social studies content.

Pearson Commitment

Realize doing specific
assignments.

ways for teachers to actively
engage all of their students. These
programs will make it easy for
teachers to provide extensive
support for access complex text

Teachers can use this data to

and acquiring core content in the

ensure that students have

context of the heterogeneous

acquired core content and identify

classrooms of today’s schools.

those areas in which re-teaching is
needed for mastery.
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