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Integrating Social Studies and  
Literacy Instruction
Literacy is woven into the fabric of social studies learning. As students  
build social studies content knowledge and disciplinary skills, they engage 
in deep literacy work: interrogating diverse primary and secondary sources, 
evaluating and constructing arguments, examining differing points of 
view and perspectives, and developing the skills to share their ideas and 
findings.  

Recent research also indicates that when teachers integrate high-quality 
social studies and literacy instruction, literacy outcomes for students 
improve significantly. On average, elementary students who receive an 
additional 30 minutes of social studies instruction per day outperform 
students with less social studies time by 15 percent on fifth-grade 
standardized reading assessments (Tyner & Kabourek, 2020). 

Knowledge building in social studies, integrated with reading,  
writing, listening, and speaking opportunities, is essential  
for developing deep and lasting literacy skills in students.
Shanti Elangovan, Founder and CEO, inquirED

Literacy in inquirED’s  
Social Studies Curriculum
In inquirED’s K–5 social studies curriculum, Inquiry Journeys, literacy-
rich practices are embedded into every step of instruction. As students 
explore complex questions and investigate diverse sources, they not only 
build social studies knowledge and skills but also strengthen their reading, 
writing, speaking, listening, and language skills. Explore the following page 
for examples from inquirED’s curriuclum. 
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About inquirED
inquirED works to support 
every teacher with high- 
quality instructional materials 
that make joyful, rigorous,  
and transferable learning 
possible for every student.  
Our elementary and middle 
school social studies curricula 
are used in schools and 
districts across the country 
to help students develop 
deep social studies content 
knowledge and build the 
inquiry skills that are essential 
for a thriving democracy.

Complex Texts in  
Inquiry-Based  
Social Studies
As social studies students 
explore meaningful questions, 
conduct investigations, 
and draw evidence-based 
conclusions, they need 
strong literacy skills to handle 
complex texts. inquirED’s 
instructional materials provide 
scaffolding to help students 
engage with these texts, 
including comprehension 
strategies, leveled texts for 
background knowledge,  
and more. These scaffolds  
don’t replace or simplify the 
texts but guide students 
through challenging content  
to help them understand  
the material.
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Reading Comprehension
Students build background knowledge and 
develop reading comprehension skills by 
investigating a range of texts varying in length, 
format, perspective, and complexity. Lessons 
include explicit close reading instruction, 
guiding students to analyze text features and 
structure, and uncover author purpose. Students collaborate to analyze and interpret a variety of narratives, 

articles, and non-linear formats. Pictured sources from DK and the 
Library of Congress.

Writing Composition
Students complete scaffolded writing tasks 
to develop disciplinary writing skills. These 
tasks encourage students to connect personal 
experiences or draw authentic, evidence-
based conclusions, rather than seeking 
predetermined answers. By focusing on social 
scientists’ skills, students learn to make claims 
backed by evidence and supported by logical 
reasoning. Students support claims with evidence and reasoning. In this 

example, they illustrate the steps of the civil rights movement in a 
unique wall display.

Speaking and Listening 
Students engage in a wide range of speaking 
and listening experiences. These include 
frequent informal opportunities for dialogue 
using prompts, accountable talk strategies, 
and discussion protocols. Structured 
opportunities for presentation allow students 
to demonstrate their understanding and share 
their findings with varied audiences.

Students engage in varied discussions, such as concentric circles, 
mingle-pair-shares, and formal presentations.

Vocabulary Instruction
Key vocabulary terms are embedded in texts, 
multimedia content, and student-facing 
instructional materials like prompts, handouts, 
questions, and sentence stems. Throughout 
the unit, students revisit these key vocabulary 
terms and practice using them. Each module engages students with 5–10 high-leverage vocabulary 

words. In this lesson, students engage with a term in an article, video, 
and discussion, before adding it to their Vocab Wall.

March on Washington
Claim Rubric
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Evidence:
I give examples of 3 different contributions to
the March on Washington. 

Reasoning:
I explain why each contribution was important
to the march.

Reasoning:
I draw a conclusion about what would have
happened without each contribution.

WHO INVENTED THE
NOVEMBER 19, 2019

Here are some toothbrushes through
time. Where do you see a chew stick?

Where do you see a modern toothbrush?

Toothbrushes have been around for thousands of years. But they haven’t

always been the same. Ancient people used twigs with fuzzy ends. People

rubbed them against their teeth. They were called “chew sticks.” 

1

Toothbrushes with bristles

were invented in China in

1498. They were made from

natural materials. The

bristles were made of stiff

animal hair. The handle was

made of bone or bamboo. 

The first American to

patent a toothbrush was

H.N. Wadsworth in 1857.

This means that he was the

only one that could make or

sell his model of toothbrush.

Mass production of

toothbrushes began in 1885.

By Science Reference Section, Library of Congress

TOOTHBRUSH
AND WHEN WAS IT INVENTED?

bristles: the hairs on a brush

GLOSSARY

580L

Claim: The March on Washington
could not have happened without

the contributions of many citizens. Name

© inquirEDThe 20th Century Civil Rights Movement

Concentric Circles
1. Make equal circles: 1 circle inside and 1
    outside. Turn and face each other.

    Think of all the immigration stories we have 
    heard, then:

2. Discuss the question with your partner.

3. Pause to share out with the class.

4. One circle rotates and we repeat with a 
     new question!

1 © inquirED

Mingle Pair Share

Did you notice any
similarities between the

two stories?

© inquirED

Round 1

2
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Mini-Poster
Presentation Rubric

Content quality:
Mini-Poster includes accurate, key details about
the assigned cultural area.

Collaboration:
Group members participate equitably in the
process of researching and presenting
information.

Presentation:
Presentation communicates ideas clearly to the
audience within the time frame.

12 © inquirED

Discuss

• What is an ecological footprint? 
 
• How does our ecological footprint
 connect to our use of natural
 resources?

Cave paintings found throughout 
southern Europe are evidence of 
human settlement dating back to
15,000 BCE. The walls of the caves 
at Lascaux, France, are covered 
with about 2,000 paintings of 
bison, stags, and mammoths.

The site of Zhoukoudian, in China, was 
first occupied between 550,000 and 
230,000 years ago by Homo erectus 
and then 25,000 years ago, by Homo 
sapiens. In caves throughout the site 
there are signs of fire-making.

In 1965, four 15,000-year-old 
shelters were uncovered at 
Mezhirich in the Ukraine. The 
frames and foundations of the 
dwellings were made of about 
149 giant mammoth bones 
and tusks.

The once-volcanic soils 
of Ethiopia’s River Omo 
have preserved
3-million-year-old
remains of human
species, and stone tools
of the Homo habilis.
Homo sapiens fossils,
aged about 195,000
years, have also been
found here.

Early hunter-gatherers used 
caves along the Klasies River 
in modern-day South Africa as 
a temporary campsite around 
120,000 years ago. Fossilized 
remains suggest they feasted 
on shellfish, seals, penguins, 
antelope, and other humans.

Copyright © 2022 Dorling Kindersley Limited. A Penguin Random House Company. Images © Dorling Kindersley.

In 1974, 40,000-year-old human 
remains were found beneath sand 

dunes in southwest Australia, where 
once there was Lake Mungo. The 

skeleton had been sprinkled with 
powdered red rock, which suggests 

he was given a ritual burial – the 
earliest example of such a ceremony.

The people of Folsom (in 
modern-day New Mexico) 
killed their prey with light 
stone blades. They hunted big 
game, such as bison, which 
they usually ambushed at 
watering holes.

A bridge of land, called Beringia, 
once connected what is now eastern 
Siberia with Alaska. It is thought that
humans followed animals across the 
grassy plains, reaching the Americas 
about 15,000 years ago.

Lower sea levels 
shortened the distances 
between land, making it
possible for humans to 
paddle from southeast 
Asia to the Australian 
continent around 
45,000 years ago.

Dating back to 11,500 BCE, the 
nomadic Clovis people are thought 

to be North America’s earliest 
inhabitants. They developed fine leaf-

shaped flints to spear mammoth, 
mastodon, and giant sloth species.
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Remains of a 12,500-year-old 
settlement in Monte Verde, central 
Chile, suggest that up to 30 people 
lived in a communal tent. They 
used stone tools to grind tough 
seeds and nuts.

Going nuts 

Bicycles started  
off without pedals, 
then got too big, 
but developed  
into the perfect 
way to travel.

Velocipedes
The world’s first bicycle was 
invented in 1818. Known as  
a velocipede, the wooden,  
iron-wheeled machine had  

a brake but no pedals— 
it had to be pushed along by  

the RIDER’S FEET. The  
machine was popular, but  

only for a few months. 

Pedal power
The first successful pedal- 
driven bicycle was invented  
by Frenchman Pierre Lallement  
around 1864. People pedaled 
around quickly, but very 
uncomfortably. The bicycles 
became known as boneshakers 
because their heavy iron frames 
and iron-rimmed wheels shook 
over every bump and hole in the 
road—and back then there were 
A LOT OF BUMPS AND HOLES! 

Before bicycles, you  needed a horse if you wanted to get anywhere in  a hurry. Bikes speed people to their destinations without anyone cleaning up after them. They convert human power into movement  more efficiently than  anything else. 

Safety bikes
Perilous penny-farthings were 
replaced by safety bicycles in  
the 1880s. They were driven by  
a rear-wheel chain, so the wheels 
could be of equal size. Things  
got even better for cyclists with  
the invention of air-filled tires, 
gears, safety reflectors, and 
generator-powered headlights.  
LIGHTER AND MORE  
EFFICIENT bicycle models 
continue to be developed.

The two-wheeled way  
to get people MOVING

German engineer 
Gottlieb Daimler designed 
the first two-wheeleD 
motorcycle in 1885,  
in order to test out  
a new engine.

bicycle racinG is a 
popular moDern sport, 
with many different 
events for different types 
of bicycles raced over 
various distances.

bmX, short for bicycle 
motocross, began in  
the 1970s as a pedal-
power version of  
off-roaD motorcyclinG.

the tanDem is an  
unusual bicycle  
that allows two  
riders to sit one  
in front of the other  
and cycle simultaneously.

Bicycle The rider sat  

high up over  

the large  
front wheel.

High-wheelers
Early bicycles were powered by  
the front wheel, so its size limited  
how fast they could go. Thrill-
seekers solved the problem by 
making bikes with enormous front 
wheels—some were 5 ft (1.5 m) 
across—and a much smaller rear 
wheel. Daredevil riders perched 
precariously over the front wheel 
and WHIZZED ALONG at high 
speeds, to the alarm of passersby. 

High-wheelers 

were also called 

penny-farthings, 

after two coins  

of different sizes.

Did you know?Getting on a high-wheeler  
was difficult, stopping could  

be hazardous, and a pothole  
in the road often meant  going headfirst over  the handlebars. Ouch!

H
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It paved the way for...

Today, there are twice as many bicycles as cars.
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Vocabulary

ecological footprint: a measurement of our
impact on the earth's resources; also called
environmental footprint
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Circle words
you don’t

know.

Write a question
mark next to
parts you don’t
understand.

First-Read Annotations

Literacy Integration in Action
Explore practical examples from inquirED’s curriculum that illustrate how literacy and social studies 
can come together to create dynamic, engaging lessons.




