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Social Studies

Social Studies

Standards for teachers of social studies are maintained by the National Council for the Social

Studies (NCSS, 2000). These standards do not explicitly reference English language learners, but

they do charge social studies teachers with a responsibility to diverse learners:

The National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS)
Social studies teachers should possess the knowledge, capabilities, and dispositions to create at the
appropriate school levels learning experiences that fit the different approaches to learning of diverse

learners (NCSS, 2000, p. 51).

Vocabulary

Since Social Studies involves a lot of reading and writing, teachers should pay particular
attention to pre-teaching vocabulary words with ELLs in mind. The selected words should be a
combination of content words (the words typically bolded in a textbook) and other “access”
words essential to grasping the meaning. For example, Calderon (2007) describes a lesson on
trading and bartering skits in which the following vocabulary is pre-taught:

Access Words

coin tool
societies dye

ancient worth
bronze merchant
statue doubtfulness

Accessing Content

Teachers can provide a pre-reading handout
with key words, events, and dates that are
extracted from the textbook. At right is an
example timeline on the life of the Mexican
American activist and leader of the United
Farm Workers, César Chavez.

Often, the Internet is a resource for integrated
graphic organizers, multi-media and content.
For an example with animated maps, see the
multimedia tutorial “European Voyages of
Exploration” from the Applied History Group
in the resources section that follows.

Another strategy that is particularly helpful
for students with diverse cultural and
education backgrounds is the Know-Want to
Know-Learn (K-W-L) chart. This allows

Content Words

barter diffusion
economy Lydians
trade Phoenicians
colony goods
cultural

César Chavez (1927-1993) Timeline

1927
1937

1946
1952

1968
1972
1975

1988
1993
1994

Born in Arizona

Family became migrant farm
workers

Joined the US Navy

Joined the Community Service
Organization, a Latino civil rights
group

Fasted for 25 days

Fasted for 25 days

The California Agricultural Labor
Relations Act was passed to
protect farm workers

Fasted for 36 days ("Fast for Life")
Died in Arizona

Awarded the Presidential Medal of
Freedom

Adapted from César E. Chavez Foundation (2008).

Excerpted from Ballantyne, K.G., Sanderman, A.R., Levy, J. (2008). Educating English language learners: Building teacher capacity.
Washington, DC: National Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition. Available at

http://www.ncela.gwu.edu/practice/mainstream_teachers.htm.
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teachers to informally assess what background knowledge students have on a particular topic,
and then adapt their instruction to fill in the gaps. The following is an example that could be used
in conjunction with studying César Chéavez:

K W L
What do you know about farm | What do you want to know What did you learn about
workers’ rights? about farm workers’ rights? farm workers’ rights?

Once the students have completed the pre-reading activities, they need instruction in the
metacognitive skills of reading. To teach these, the teacher can do a think-aloud to model asking
questions, making judgments, and noting new words while reading.

Inquiry-based Projects

Another option besides scaffolding the text is to lead an inquiry-based project in which students
act as historians or social scientists. If ELLs are literate in their native languages, they can
complete Internet research in those languages. To encourage active participation, students should
be able to choose their own topics within a common category. Choice enables students to draw
on their own background knowledge and sociocultural identity, and familiarity with common
themes or information will assist in understanding the material in English. In this way, ELLs are
viewed as cultural resources that enrich the classroom experience for other students.

To learn more about teaching Social Studies to ELLs:
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