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Based from an article by Chauncey Monte-Sano 



There’s a way for students to 
achieve the thinking, reading, 

writing and history expectations 
laid out in the common core. 

 



No Child Left Behind has profoundly limited the teaching 
of history over the past 10 years.  
 
Now, the Common Core 
State Standards offers an 
opportunity to reverse this 
decline by giving history a 
more prominent place in 
the school curriculum  
alongside literacy goals.  



Common Core standards state 
that students in grades 6-12 
“have to become adept at 
gathering information,  
evaluating sources, and citing 
material accurately, reporting 
findings from their research 
and analysis of sources in a 
clear and cogent manner” 

 



 

NAEP (National Assessment of 
Educational Progress) found that 

88% of 12th graders could not 
“communicate  reasoned 
interpretations of past events, using 
historical evidence effectively to 
support their positions”  

83% of 8th graders did not meet a 
similar expectation in history.  



NAEP exam asked 12th graders to read two primary sources and 
“explain how events of the Second World War inspired many 
African-Americans to argue for civil rights at home.”  

 

 

 

 

Only 22% of 12th graders made a connection between the war 
and civil rights for African- Americans at home while referencing 
the sources.  



NAEP writing exam presents comparable,  if equally 
disheartening, results.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Only 24% of 12th graders and 33% of 8th graders are 
“competent” writers  



Given the Common Core’s emphasis 
on thinking and literacy in history, this 
is a good time to think strategically 
about what we can do to support 
students’ development  as thinkers and 
writers. 

 

These two challenges don’t have to be 
addressed piecemeal or added to the 
long list of demands facing schools.  

 



One thing is clear: Students don’t improve when they practice 
writing without feedback or explicit instruction, or if they only 
experience lecture and textbook exercises.  
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Instead, when students are explicitly taught argumentative 
writing at the same time that they’re involved in doing history, 
they improve.  
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What does this mean 
and what does it look like in classrooms?  



Doing history means letting students experience the 
interpretive nature of history by giving them opportunities: 

 

!   to read historical sources  

!  consider multiple perspectives  

!  evaluate the reliability of sources  

!  construct their own interpretations or arguments  about 
the past based on this evidence.  



Present history as an inquiry- oriented subject by posing 
central questions that can be answered in multiple ways  

 

 

 

Central  questions 
can guide a single 
lesson or a series of 
lessons. One 
successful teacher 
used central questions 
to guide individual 
lessons such as  
“Who is the savage?”  
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Questions can range from the 
concrete,  

“Did Pocahontas rescue John Smith? 

 — to the more abstract —  

“Electricity and women’s 
work: Who really 
benefited, and when?”  
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Another successful teacher, Mr. Lyle, 
focused an entire semester on one 
question:  

Why did the Civil War happen?  

 

 After exploring the realities of the Civil War, Lyle used three units 
  
! the American Revolution  
! the opponents  and defenders of slavery  
! Westward  expansion and sectionalism 
 
 to investigate why the Civil War happened. 
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Asking questions is a start, but we must also give students a 
chance to investigate by structuring opportunities to read 
historical sources that present multiple perspectives.  



To support  students’ reading, Lyle taught them to write. He 
pushed students to be active readers and to interact with text 
by requiring  them to annotate every reading. This included:  

! making margin notes  

! underlining  

! circling  

! adding question marks in    

and around each text.  
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In other readings, the teacher used SOAPS questions (i.e., 
questions that ask about the subject, occasion, audience, 
purpose and speaker) with many document sets to help 
students recognize authors’ intentions, and to consider who 
might have heard or read the text originally.  
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One easily accessible resource, “Historical Thinking Matters”, 
offers ways to structure students’ reading of historical sources 
so they can comprehend and analyze. 

 



Stanford University’s  “Reading Like a Historian” curriculum 
engages students in historical inquiry. Each lesson revolves around 
a central historical question and features sets of primary documents 
designed for groups of students with diverse reading skills and 
abilities. 

 



“SAS Curriculum Pathways” is a free resource for teachers and 
their students.  Allowing teachers to bring high quality 
educational technology into their lessons. 



A natural next step is to discuss inquiry 
questions and relevant historical sources 

in small groups or as a whole class.  



Another free resource for teachers to start a group discussion is 
Poll Everywhere.  Let’s try it! 



Teach argumentative writing 
 Giving students opportunities to do history can expand their 

view of history and prime them for learning how to 
communicate arguments  in writing.  
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Explain to students what an argumentative essay should 
include. 

 

In other words, make your expectations explicit. This can be 
done with a visual display (e.g., an outline) that follows a 
specific format, or a representation of what makes an ideal 
essay.   



Provide explicit 
instruction in 
particular aspects of 
writing  and show 
them what good 
writing looks like.  
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Learning  history and argumentative writing is key to 
developing analytical ways of thinking that prepare students 
for college, career, and democratic life.  

The good news is that schools can achieve both of these goals 
with the same effort. Learning history can lead to literacy 
gains if students learn by “doing” history.  

 



Helpful Links 

  

  “Historical Thinking Matters”  

http://historicalthinkingmatters.org  

  “Reading Like a Historian”  

https://sheg.stanford.edu/rlh  

  “SAS Curriculum Pathways” 

https://www.sascurriculumpathways.com/portal/ 

  “Poll Everywhere” 

http://www.polleverywhere.com/ 


