
Social Studies Advisory Committee 2023-2024 Recommendation 

Recommendation: The Social Studies Advisory Committee (SSAC, see Appendix A) recommends 
that the School Board hire a full-time elementary school specialist in Social Studies education. 

Need: Currently, the Social Studies Office consists of three people: Terrell Fleming (Social Studies 
Supervisor), Andrea Mendoza (Social Studies Specialist), and Barbara Ann Lavelle (Social Studies 
Administrative Assistant).  While both Mr. Fleming and Ms. Mendoza have backgrounds in 
secondary school social studies education, neither is trained to work specifically with K-5 teachers. 
Nonetheless, both are tasked with supporting more than 20 elementary schools in addition to the 
middle and high schools at APS.  They are simply not able to devote sufficient time and attention to 
the unique needs of elementary learners nor to the unique demands of elementary-level social studies 
education.  Elementary school teachers must address difficult but essential topics while providing 
context for complex current events, ensuring that instruction is both factually accurate and age-
appropriate. This makes the teaching of history, civics, and other social studies disciplines a uniquely 
dynamic and challenging undertaking. 

Recognizing that APS must also continue to invest in classroom teachers and instructional staff, this 
elementary specialist will nevertheless be an important resource for teachers. SSAC has 
recommended for years that additional time be spent on elementary school social studies instruction, 
citing studies that show “a strong link between Social Studies learning and literacy improvement” 
(see SSAC 2021-2022 Recommendation, Appendix B). And with updated Virginia Standards of 
Learning for History and Social Science now being implemented, a full-time elementary school 
specialist will provide much-needed guidance to teachers to ensure their instruction aligns with the 
new standards.  With the recent introduction of Core Knowledge Language Arts (CKLA) into 
elementary school classrooms, an elementary school specialist is of critical importance to ensure that 
any social studies instruction done using CKLA resources also aligns with the aforementioned state 
standards for history and social science.  The Committee is concerned that overreliance on CKLA for 
social studies instruction does not provide opportunities for students to develop the necessary skills 
to meet the state’s standards.   

Solution: A full-time elementary social studies specialist will address these needs, while also helping 
APS honor one of its Core Values: “Eliminat[ing] opportunity gaps and achieve excellence by 
providing access to schools, resources, and learning opportunities according to each student’s unique 
needs.”  The specialist’s duties will include: 

· Coordinating with teachers to integrate social studies instruction into reading, ELA, and
math lessons—thus increasing time spent on social studies materials while also helping
students improve in these other core subjects; (see Appendix B)

· Acting as the point of contact for K-5 teachers and parents for  social studies education
and best practices;



· Providing professional learning opportunities for teachers, experiential learning
opportunities for students, and aligning curricula to standards set by the Office of
Academics;

· Reviewing textbooks for classroom use by elementary school teachers, and acquiring
social studies materials for elementary school teachers that align with Virginia Standards
of Learning; and

· Encouraging and effectuating peer-to-peer learning among K-5 teachers.

Budgetary Implications: The permanent budgetary implications for this would be $105,000 per 
fiscal year, inclusive of the incumbent’s salary and benefits. 

Strategic Plan Alignment: This request fulfills APS’s Strategic Plan. In addition, research has 
shown that integrating social studies curricula into other subjects like reading and math can improve 
student performance in these “core” academic areas. When students apply mathematical or literary 
knowledge in a social science context, the application reinforces their knowledge and demonstrates 
the utility of what they have learned.   

Staff Response: Staff fully supports this recommendation. 

Committee Vote:  The Committee unanimously voted in favor of the recommendation at the 
March 2024 SSAC meeting. 



Appendix A: 2023-24 SSAC Members and Leadership 

Liaison: Terrell Fleming 

Chair: Caroline Rogus 

Vice Chair: Nathaniel Green 

Members: 

Allan Carey 

Anjy Cramer 

Janet Hayes 

Erik Johnson 

Mariam McClure-Simonyan 

Melanie Vela 
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Social Studies Advisory Committee 
2021-2022 Recommendation 

Introduction 

The Social Studies Advisory Committee (SSAC) makes the following recommendation to the School 
Board.  The Advisory Committee for English Learners (ACEL), English Language Arts Committee (ELA), 
and World Languages Advisory Committee (WLAC) all support this recommendation.1  

The SSAC members are: Cragg Hines, Kerri Hirsch (APS liaison), Heather Keppler, Amina Luqman, 
Caroline Rogus (chair), Phillip Rotondi, Paula Cordero Salas, Tralonne Shorter, and Todd Truitt.  All 
committee members approve of this recommendation. 

SSAC Recommendation 

APS should increase the amount of Social Studies instruction at the elementary school level.  Research 
shows that students who receive an additional thirty minutes of Social Studies instruction each day 
outperform students who have less Social Studies instruction in grades 1-5 on 5th grade reading 
assessments.2  In order to see such results, APS elementary schools need to (1) teach Social Studies for 
the recommended additional amount of time and, in order to achieve that time commitment, (2) 
purposefully integrate the Social Studies instruction into the English Language Arts and World Language 
curricula.3 

Rationale for the Recommendation 

APS joins many school districts nationwide in its ongoing search for strategies to improve literacy 
outcomes for its learners.4  Because literacy is integral to state-based assessments in APS,5 when scores 
for those assessments drop–or remain low for students in traditionally underserved communities–APS 
educators often increase the amount of Reading instruction time in order to improve outcomes.  Given 
that there are only so many hours in the school day, increasing Reading time might then result in less 

1 In its 2018 Recommendation to the School Board, WLAC recommended supporting the SSAC initiative “to prepare 
globally competent APS graduates,” noting: “World Languages and Social Studies should 
collaborate to create a strong partnership for curriculum development that will prepare APS graduates for 
successful career and community engagement in a diverse world.”  See Memorandum to School Board from WLAC, 
Oct. 9, 2018, at 12.   
2 Adam Tyner and Sarah Kabourek, How Social Studies Improves Elementary Literacy, Social Education 85(1) 32–39, 
National Council for Social Studies (2021), available at https://www.socialstudies.org/sites/default/files/view-
article-2021-02/se-85012132.pdf (see attachment). 
3 Currently, three schools offer World Languages at the elementary school level: Claremont (Spanish immersion), 
Key (Spanish immersion), and Randolph (IB).   
4 Both Superintendent Duran and the School Board have indicated that improving literacy rates among APS 
students is a high priority.  
5 APS students undergo a Standards of Learning (SOL) reading assessment in 3rd-8th grades. 
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time for “non-core” subjects such as Social Studies, which is not included in state-based assessments for 
most elementary school students.6  Anecdotally, there is a perception in APS that Social Studies 
instruction is supplemental to core learning subjects like Reading and Math.7   
 
Recent scholarship, however, reveals the short-sightedness of such a viewpoint: Social Studies 
instruction can in fact improve academic outcomes in core subjects like Reading.   
 
There is a strong link between Social Studies learning and literacy improvement.  A 2020 report by the 
National Council for Social Studies, How Social Studies Improves Early Literacy, demonstrates that when 
students were given an additional thirty minutes of Social Studies instruction, there was a statistically 
significant improvement in their literacy skills–the only subject to have such a clear effect.8  What’s 
more, this research shows that students from lower-income households who were given additional 
Social Studies instruction time made greater progress in reading than students from lower-income 
families who spent less time on Social Studies.  Students from higher-income households made similar 
improvements.9  Girls as well as students from families where English is not the main home language 
also saw considerable improvements in reading abilities when given additional Social Studies 
instruction.10  Interestingly, this type of instruction may be more effective than the intensified ELA 
strategies, such as longer blocks of reading time, often employed to improve outcomes for struggling 
readers.11    
 
Because Social Studies curriculum explores such diverse topics as history, current events, family and 
social relationships, and common narratives, students who engage with the literature can acquire a 
deeper understanding of these topics, forge new connections between the concepts, and enhance their 
vocabulary.12  The knowledge they gain from Social Studies curriculum is transferable to other topics.13  
Indeed, studies have shown that integrated learning–which allows students to apply what they learn in a 
specific class or lesson to other circumstances–enhances student appreciation of academic concepts and 

 
6 At the elementary school level, only 4th graders undergo a state-based assessment for a Social Studies topic: the 
Virginia Studies SOL. 
7 Due to the limited time in the schedule for Social Studies and Science, APS schools often alternate teaching these 
subjects and embed them into ELA and Mathematics instruction when they can.  How that happens can vary 
greatly by school.  Some schools alternate units of study between Science and Social Studies.  Others allocate the 
time for Social Studies and Science in different ways.   
8 “On average, students who receive an additional 30 minutes of social studies instruction per day (roughly 
equivalent to moving from the 10th to the 90th percentile of social studies instructional time) in grades 1–5 
outperform students with less social studies time by 15 percent of a standard deviation on the fifth-grade reading 
assessment, even after controlling for multiple measures of kindergarten reading ability and a host of student, 
school, and teacher factors.” Tyner and Kabourek, How Social Studies Improves Elementary Literacy at 36. 
9 Id. 
10 Id. at 36-38. 
11 Id. 
12 Id. 
13 Id. 
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prepares students for a lifetime of learning.14  Social studies learning can provide opportunities for 
students to better understand their own experiences, their community, and their cultural history.15  
Thus, integrating Social Studies into literacy instruction in English and World Languages can provide 
more opportunities not only for literacy skills acquisition but for civic engagement as well.  
 
Furthermore, increased attention to Social Studies curriculum and instruction in APS will provide 
another key benefit: better preparing the future generation for civic engagement.  The need for civil 
discourse on difficult topics is greater than ever in our society.16  To avoid future apathy towards our 
governance, young learners should be encouraged to be part of the story of our democracy and to see 
themselves as part of a greater shared experience.17   
 
By integrating Social Studies instruction into lesson plans for Reading in all languages taught in APS 
schools, APS teachers can give their students the recommended additional thirty minutes of Social 
Studies instruction without sacrificing Reading instruction time.  Indeed, implementing the SSAC 
Recommendation will likely help improve Reading outcomes for APS elementary school students, 
thereby enhancing APS effectiveness across disciplines. 
 
Budgetary Implications 
 
Because the SSAC Recommendation utilizes existing curriculum and teachers, the impact on the budget 
is negligible.   
 
Strategic Plan Alignment 
 
This recommendation aligns with the following core values and goals in the Strategic Plan. 
 
Core Values: Excellence, Equity, Inclusivity, Collaboration, Innovation 
Goals: Student Success, Operational Excellence  

 
14 See Why Should Schools Embrace Integrated Studies?: It Fosters a Way of Learning that Mimics Real Life (Oct. 6, 
2008), available at https://www.edutopia.org/integrated-studies-introduction; No Subject Is an Island: Why and 
How to Implement an Integrated Curriculum (May 25, 2021), available at https://www.hmhco.com/blog/benefits-
of-an-integrated-curriculum-for-k-12-instruction.   
15 See Christy M. Byrd, Does Culturally Relevant Teaching Work? An Examination From Student Perspectives, SAGE 
Open (July-Sept. 2016) at 1–10, available at https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/2158244016660744;  
Bárbara Escudero, How to Practice Culturally Relevant Pedagogy, Teach for America (Jan. 6, 2019), available at 
https://www.teachforamerica.org/stories/how-to-engage-culturally-relevant-pedagogy.   
16 See November 16, 2021 speech of Professor Danielle Allen, accepting the Library of Congress’s 2021 Kluge Prize 
for Achievement in the Study of Humanity, available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oOqDqYkOePU.  
Professor Allen’s speech focused on the need for more education for American democracy.  She notes that in a 
recent survey of Americans under the age of 40, only about thirty percent of respondents believe that it is 
essential to live in a democracy.  As Professor Allen states, “we can’t have a democracy if people don’t want a 
democracy.”   
17 See id.  Professor Allen notes that we have not sufficiently invested in civic engagement and “you get what you 
pay for.” 



How Social Studies Improves 
Elementary Literacy
Adam Tyner and Sarah Kabourek

Improving the reading ability of young students could hardly be a more urgent priority for our elementary schools. Two thirds 
of American fourth and eighth graders are not able to read proficiently—and the outcomes are far worse for students from disad-
vantaged backgrounds. The National Assessment of Educational Progress in 2019 showed that only 35% of fourth graders and 
34% of eighth graders were proficient in reading, and among students eligible for free or reduced-price lunch, only 21% of fourth 
graders and 19% of eight graders were proficient. (See Figure 1).1

Figure 1. Reading Proficiency
Only a third of American students read proficiently

Social Education  85(1) , pp.32–39
©2021 National Council for the Social Studies

The most common solution to America’s disappointing ele-
mentary reading outcomes has been to simply spend more time 
on literacy instruction. Schools have invested ever more time in 
reading instruction and often provide a “literacy block” that can 
stretch to two hours or more per day. By often mandating annual 
state testing in just reading and math—which many educators 
and commentators blame for narrowing the curriculum to the 
tested subjects—federal and state policies have contributed 

to this focus and to the marginalization of subjects like social 
studies.2

How effective has the focus on reading comprehension skills 
been in improving student literacy? And to what extent does the 
use of classroom instructional time on different academic subjects, 
including social studies, correlate with jumps in reading ability?

To examine these questions, we analyzed nationally representa-
tive data from the federal Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, 

Source: National Assessment for Educational Progress (NAEP) 2019.
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Kindergarten Class of 2010–11, which samples over 18,000 
students in their kindergarten year and follows them through 
fifth grade. This longitudinal, nationally representative study 
collects semiannual or annual measures on students, their parents, 
teachers, and schools, including annual assessments in reading 
and math. It enables us to assess reading progress associated with 
school experiences from kindergarten through fifth grade. In our 
analysis, we focus on students for whom there was information 
on all student-level measures, as well as information on teacher-
reported classroom time spent on different subjects. Our analytic 
sample included 6,829 students.

The results of our analysis are striking. The Early Childhood 
Longitudinal Study shows that social studies is the only subject 
with a clear, positive, and statistically significant effect on 
reading improvement. In contrast, extra time spent on English 
Language Arts (ELA) instruction has no significant relationship 
with reading improvement.

These results confirm that growing students’ knowledge of 
the world through subjects other than ELA may be more effec-
tive in developing literacy than additional reading instruction. 
There is little doubt that background knowledge is critical for 
a reader to make sense of a particular text. Knowledge that 
helps build a broad vocabulary forms the foundation of true 
literacy. A number of studies show that students comprehend 
more, perform better at immediate recall, and acquire more 
additional information when they already possess strong back-
ground knowledge of a topic.3 Cognitive psychologist Daniel 
Willingham explains the connection in his book The Reading 
Mind. “[Writers] always omit a great deal of information needed 
to make sense of what they write,” Willingham explains, so “[the 
reader] must have the right information in memory to make the 
inferences that bridge the meaning of what he reads.”4

Scholars have run experiments on the effects of background 
knowledge in a variety of topic areas, from learning the rules 
of chess and bridge to learning computer programming and 
electronics.5 The best-known study showed that baseball-savvy 
students strongly outperformed students with less knowledge 
of the sport in comprehending a written description of a half-
inning. Importantly, students who knew a lot about baseball but 
were also generally poorer readers outscored students who were 
better readers but knew less about baseball, which demonstrates 
the importance of specific background knowledge relative to 
general “reading comprehension skills.”6 Knowledge can help 
build a broad vocabulary, which is also crucial to literacy.7 The 
connection between knowledge and reading comprehension is 
well supported by the research, and it jibes with common sense. 
A third grader may be able to sound out “Cincinnati,” but if she 
hasn’t studied some geography, she likely won’t comprehend 
the word.

Social studies education can help improve stagnant literacy 
outcomes because social studies instruction can help build 
systematic knowledge and vocabulary in multiple domains 
that are broadly applicable and transferable to other topics. 
For example, since social studies explores history, current 
events, family and social relationships, and common narratives, 
students engaging in socially-relevant literature will acquire a 
deeper understanding if they already have a strong grasp of 
social studies. Learning about social studies systematically, 
topic-by-topic, presents students with repeated opportunities 
to discuss related themes, forge connections between concepts 
in their minds, and practice new vocabulary. Social studies 
instruction may also be particularly rich in so-called “Tier-
2” words, the more sophisticated terminology used in more 
complex texts.8

This article analyzes nationally representative data from the federal Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 2010–
11 (ECLS-K: 2011), which sampled more than 18,000 students in their kindergarten year and followed them through fifth grade.

The data are publicly available on the website of the National Center of Educational Statistics (NCES), which is part of the United 
States Department of Education’s Institute of Education Sciences (https:nces.ed.gov/ecls, click on Data and Data Products).

To assess the extent to which the amount of instructional time spent on particular subjects generated greater or lesser reading 
progress, we conducted regression analyses with fifth grade reading as the outcome. The key independent variables were the 
time spent on different subjects in first through fifth grade. The control variables were measures of kindergarten reading and other 
academic performance, student family income, student race/ethnicity, gender, whether the student attends a public, private, or 
charter/magnet school, length of teacher tenure, and the total amount of instructional time per day.

From the survey of more than 18,000 students, we constructed an analytic sample, which included all students for whom there 
was data on all student-level measures and for whom we had all teacher-reported classroom time measures in at least three of the 
five years in which data were collected. We used the ECLS-K:2011 analytic survey weights throughout the analysis to account for the 
sampling design and to adjust for nonresponse. Our final analytic sample represents a weighted probability sample of 6,829 students.  
In some cases (fewer than 100), we had data on all the student measures and time measures just mentioned, but data were missing 
for one of the school or teacher control variables. These cases are excluded from some Figures in this article, for which the analytical 
sample is 6,731 students.

The Early Childhood Longitudinal Study
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Analysis of the Federal Early Childhood Longitudinal 
Study
The data from the federal Early Childhood Longitudinal Study 
mentioned above show that students in classrooms where more 
time was spent on social studies made more progress in read-
ing over a five-year period. An additional 30 minutes of social 
studies instruction per day was associated with a 15 percent of a 
standard deviation increase in reading ability over other students, 
a modest but sustained effect over this period. Girls, students 
from less-affluent families, and students from families where 
English was not the main home language saw even greater effects 
of social studies instruction on reading ability.

We first look at how instructional time is spent in elementary 
school classrooms across different subjects, schools, teachers, 
students, and grade levels. Figure 2 presents average time usage 
for grades 1 through 5. Elementary teachers report that students 
spend more time on ELA than on any other subject, at two 
hours daily. Math is second, at nearly an hour and a half per 
day. Other subjects receive far less instructional time: Excluding 
math, students on average spend more time on literacy than on 
all other subjects combined, including science (30 minutes); 
social studies (28 minutes); arts and music (23 minutes); physi-
cal education (19 minutes), and foreign language (3 minutes). 

Figure 2. Hours of ELA Instruction per Day
Students spend an average of two hours per day on ELA instruction

Note: The figure contains pooled averages of grades 1 through 5. The mean total instructional time is 302 
minutes per day. The analytic sample includes 6,829 students. “Arts and music” includes art, music, dance, and 
theater. Error bars (    ) represent 95 percent confidence intervals.
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Said another way, ELA instruction accounts for 39 percent of 
instructional time in U.S. elementary schools (Figure 3), which 
average about five hours (302 minutes) of total instructional 
time per day. More than a quarter (27 percent) of that time is 
spent on math, while science and social studies each occupy 
about 10 percent. Thus, about two-thirds of elementary aca-

demic instruction is for just two subjects, ELA and math, with 
ELA alone taking up two hours of instructional time in the 
average elementary school. Meanwhile, social studies instruc-
tion comprises less than 10 percent of instructional time in the 
typical elementary school.
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Figure 4. Time Devoted to Social Studies and Greater Reading Growth
More instructional time devoted to social studies is correlated with greater reading growth from first through fifth grade.

Figure 3. Proportion of Instructional Time Spent on ELA Compared to Social Studies and Science
Of the total instructional time, 39 percent is spent on ELA, while less than 20 percent is spent on social studies and science 
combined.

Figure 4 shows the effects of additional instructional time spent 
on each subject.9 Contrary to the practices of many schools, 
time spent on ELA—the subject that would appear most rel-
evant to the outcome we’re measuring—is not associated with 
reading improvement. Likewise, neither math instructional 
time nor time spent on non-core subjects (including art, music, 
and other non-core subjects) corresponds to gains or losses 
in reading. Although presumably also a content-rich subject, 
instructional time for science has no relationship with reading 
development either.
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Note: The analytic sample includes 6,731 students. E�ects are in standard deviations of �fth-grade assessment 
scores. For example, the �rst bar indicates that the e�ect of thirty minutes of additional ELA daily instruction is 
associated with a 3 percent standard deviation increase in student reading progress from kindergarten to �fth 
grade. However, because the error bars (    ) overlap with the baseline (0 percent), this e�ect is not statistically 
signi�cantly di�erent from zero. Contrast that with the 15 percent e�ect for social studies, where the error bars do 
not overlap with the baseline, indicating that the result is statistically signi�cantly di�erent from zero. Error bars 
represent 95 percent con�dence intervals.
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Note: The �gure contains pooled averages of grades 1 through 5. 
The mean total instructional time is 302 minutes per day. 
“Non-core” includes art, music theater, dance, physical education,
and foreign language. The analytic sample includes 6,829 
students.
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In fact, social studies is the only subject with a clear, positive, 
and statistically significant effect on reading improvement. On 
average, students who receive an additional 30 minutes of social 
studies instruction per day (roughly equivalent to moving from 
the 10th to the 90th percentile of social studies instructional 
time) in grades 1–5 outperform students with less social studies 
time by 15 percent of a standard deviation on the fifth-grade 
reading assessment, even after controlling for multiple measures 
of kindergarten reading ability and a host of student, school, 
and teacher factors.10

Girls, students from less-affluent families, and students from 
families where English was not the main home language saw 
even greater effects of social studies instruction on reading 
ability. Figure 5 shows the effects of instructional time for stu-
dents by gender. Additional social studies instruction for boys 
and girls provides similar benefit, but the effect for girls is 
a bit stronger. There are no statistically significant effects of 
instructional time in other subjects for students of either gender. 

Figure 5. Time Spent on Social Studies and Greater Progress in Reading by Girls and Boys
For both boys and girls, additional social studies time is associated with greater progress in reading.
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Note: The analytic sample includes 6,731 students. E�ects are in standard deviations of �fth-grade assessment 
scores. Error bars (    ) represent 95 percent con�dence intervals.
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We also found that students from lower-income families 
who had an additional 30 minutes of daily instruction in social 
studies made greater progress in reading than students from 
lower-income families who spent less time on social studies (see 
Figure 6). This was the only significant difference by socioeco-
nomic status (SES) and the effects are consistently positive for 
students in the lowest three SES quartiles. In these quartiles, an 
additional 30 minutes of daily social studies instruction during 
elementary school corresponds to greater reading develop-

ment of between 17 and 21 percent of a standard deviation. 
Interestingly, however, the effects are nearly zero and statisti-
cally insignificant for students in the wealthiest quartile.

There are generally no statistically significant differences for 
students based on the amount of ELA, math, non-core or sci-
ence instructional time, regardless of SES. (The one exception is 
for students in the most affluent quartile, for whom additional 
science instruction is positive).
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Figure 6. Time Spent on Social Studies and Greater Progress in Reading for Students from Families with Different 
Income Levels
More instructional time in social studies is related to greater reading growth from first through fifth grade for all students except 
those whose families are in the top income quartile. 

Note: The analytic sample includes 6,731 students. Indicators of socioeconomic status (for example, “a�uent”) 
re�ect quartiles of the family income distribution. E�ects are in standard deviations of �fth-grade 
assessment scores. Note that the 17 percent of a standard deviation e�ect for students in the “below average 
income ”  quartile is only statistically signi�cant at the 90 percent con�dence level. Error bars (    ) represent 95 
percent con�dence intervals.
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Finally, we examine the effects of instructional time by home 
language. Students from homes in which English is not the pri-
mary language see larger effects from social studies instructional 
time than do students from homes where English is the primary 
language (Figure 7, on page 38). For students from homes in 
which English is not the primary language, an additional 30 
minutes of social studies time per day during elementary school 
corresponds to about a quarter of a standard deviation increase 
in reading ability. For students from primarily English-speaking 

families, that same 30 additional minutes corresponds to an 
improvement in reading of about 12 percent of a standard devia-
tion (statistically significant only at the 90 percent confidence 
level). Interestingly, the effects of additional ELA instructional 
time are small and statistically insignificant for both groups, 
although the estimated effect on students from non-English-
speaking homes is about double that for other students (7 versus 
3 percent of a standard deviation).
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This all has consequences for students. Not only does the 
marginalization of social studies likely harm young learners’ 
literacy, but it probably also contributes to longstanding gaps in 
reading achievement. Since the effects of social studies instruc-
tion are strongest for students at lower family income levels, 
more social studies instructional time may contribute to more 
equitable student outcomes.

A Proper Role for Social Studies in the Elementary 
Classroom
Increased and improved social studies education is cru-
cial to ameliorating America’s longstanding literacy crisis.11 
Emphasizing social studies is likely to not only improve literacy 
overall but to narrow persistent achievement gaps between 
student groups. To improve student reading outcomes, we offer 
two main recommendations. 

First, with social studies getting less than 30 minutes of 
instructional time per day, there is clearly room to increase the 
volume of elementary social studies instruction. The Council 
of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) recommends that 

elementary classrooms dedicate at least 45 minutes to social 
studies each day, which would be more than a 50 percent 
increase from current levels. Not only does research support the 
idea that expanding social studies time would improve student 
literacy, but additional time devoted to social studies would 
also help students develop the strong knowledge base needed 
for a successful transition to middle school.12

Second, elementary school teachers can infuse their ELA 
instructional time with systematic instruction based on content-
rich curricula. As long as elementary classrooms are spending 
a large share of the school day on ELA, teachers should be 
asking what it is that the students should be reading about. 
Rather than being a grab bag of readings or something put 
together by already overworked teachers, ELA curricula can be 
structured around systematically building student knowledge in 
social studies and other content-rich subjects. Schools should 
consider adopting such curricula to get the most out of their 
literacy blocks. For example, Louisiana is taking a step in this 
direction by pioneering a set of reading assessments that align 
with the state’s social studies curricula. For now, it is limited 
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Additional social studies time is tied to greater progress in reading regardless of students’ home language, although the effect is 
stronger for students in non-English-speaking homes.
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to a few districts and charter networks 
in the Bayou state—but, if fruitful, such 
an approach could have much broader 
impacts for literacy across the nation.13 If 
states align ELA assessments with specific 
content areas, as Louisiana is currently 
piloting, teachers and students will have 
a clear stake in increasing the amount of 
instruction in social studies and other 
knowledge-rich subjects. 

We are not the first to find that the 
expansive time devoted to language arts 
instruction does not improve student 
reading.14 But we are the first to find that 
literacy gains are more apt to materialize 
when students spend more time in social 
studies. Diminishing or transforming the 
ELA block, then, should move to the top 
of the literacy agenda. ELA instruction 
in the elementary grades needs to be 
complemented by a diet rich in social 
studies content that grabs the hearts and 
imaginations of our youngest learners. 
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to important questions of the day, not
just to academic exercises about selected
bygone events. They can think critically
about questions that may literally involve
looming matters of life and death: “Are
we inclined to invade County X because
it’s weaker than we are? Are the people of
Country X likely to resist our invasion?
Based on historical experience, what are
likely costs of this invasion for the people
of our country and the target country?
Why would this invasion be likely to suc-
ceed when so many foreign invasions fail?”

It’s not possible to exercise informed 
judgment about serious matters like 
going to war without asking questions 
such as these, yet these questions were 
not raised in any prominent or sustained 
way by politicians, the media, or the pub-
lic prior to the U.S. invasions of Vietnam 
and Iraq.11 The questions weren’t raised, 
no doubt, because people were largely 
unaware of the exceedingly basic and 
exceedingly important principles of his-
tory that would prompt such informed 
and thoughtful inquiries. There exists 
only one place in society where citizens 
may systematically acquire such crucial 
knowledge of the world, and that place 
is history class.

If history education were to identify 
general principles of historical knowl-
edge, the knowledge-thinking feedback 
loop would become complete: useful 
historical knowledge would support 
useful thinking that informs judgment in 
the realm of human affairs. In so doing, 
history would fulfill the mission of educa-
tion by supplying knowledge applicable 
to the future.

If historians wish to confine their 
efforts to describing events of the past, 
that’s their business. Then the task of 
identifying enduring principles of histori-
cal knowledge falls to history educators, 
who bear the professional responsibility 
to impart important knowledge of the 
world that can help students and soci-
ety to function effectively in the future. 
Because that’s our business. 
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