
A Fundamental Truth:
How History, Government, and Social Studies 
Classrooms Advance Structured Literacy & 
Standards Alignment.



Introduction
Adam Topliff

● 21 years in the Classroom (7-12) 
● 9-12 Social Studies Teacher (Wamego High School)  
● Humanities Program Manager - HGSS (Starting August 3rd)  



Learning Goals
Share your learning on social 
media! Use #KSHGSS and tag 
@KSDEtchrleaders

Define structured literacy within the context of History, 
Government, and Social Studies.

Understand why disciplinary literacy is different from general 
reading instruction.

Examine research demonstrating how knowledge-rich social 
studies instruction improves reading comprehension.

Evaluate the alignment of supplemental instructional resources 
to standards.

Develop ideas for conducting standards alignment audits within 
schools.



What does it mean 
to be literate?  



∙Technical Definition:  Structured Literacy refers to the explicit, 
systematic, diagnostic, and cumulative approach to teaching 
literacy that acknowledges the value of both word recognition 
and oral and written language comprehension as evidenced in 
all grades and disciplines.

∙Plain Speak:  Most effective literacy instruction.

Structured Literacy



What does it mean 
to be literate in 
social studies?  



HGSS: It’s Pure Gold
2014 KEEN Conference 
(Don Gifford)







What does it mean 
to be literate in 
social studies?  





Read multiple sources

Analyze maps

Interpret political cartoons

Evaluate bias

Compare perspectives

Interpret statistics

Read timelines

Analyze photographs

Support claims with evidence

Literacy is not an add-on to Social Studies, it’s  the foundation of 
meaningful Social Studies learning. 



Knowledge Is Power - Literacy Skills Open Doors To Deeper Knowledge



Reading Comprehension Formula

Comprehension = Word 
Recognition × Language 
Comprehension
● Students may decode text but struggle 

with language, concepts, and context.
● Reading is not content neutral 

Comprehension becomes heavily 
dependent on background knowledge!



Adam Tyner and Sarah Kabourek. Social Studies 
Instruction and Reading Comprehension: Evidence from the 
Early Childhood Longitudinal Study. 
Washington D.C.: Thomas B. Fordham Institute 
(September 2020)

● Background Knowledge Is the 
Foundation of Reading 
Comprehension.

● Social Studies Introduces Rich, 
Domain-Specific Vocabulary

Fordham Study 

https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/resources/social-studies-instruction-and-reading-comprehension


Adam Tyner and Sarah Kabourek. Social Studies 
Instruction and Reading Comprehension: Evidence from the 
Early Childhood Longitudinal Study. 
Washington D.C.: Thomas B. Fordham Institute 
(September 2020)

Fordham Study 

https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/resources/social-studies-instruction-and-reading-comprehension


How do we teach literacy effectively in a Social Studies 
classroom? 

● Intentional and consistent lesson design that's literacy driven.
- Tiered vocab instruction 



Words Matter...But How Much?





How do we teach literacy effectively in a Social Studies 
classroom? 

● Intentional and consistent lesson design that's literacy driven.
- Tiered vocab instruction 
- Formative assessments that focus on literacy learning.

Read multiple sources

Analyze maps

Interpret political cartoons

Evaluate bias

Compare perspectives

Interpret statistics

Read timelines

Analyze photographs

Support claims with evidence





How do we teach literacy effectively in a Social Studies 
classroom? 

● Intentional and consistent lesson design that's literacy driven.
- Tiered vocab instruction 
- Formative assessments that focus on literacy learning.

● District support ensure how to best develop and create literacy 
rich Social Studies classrooms.

- Professional development / PLC work focus on discipline specific 
literacy skills. 

- Careful consideration of resource / supplemental material adoption. 





What does Standards Alignment mean in Social Studies? 



HGSS Standards Page







Curriculum Review & 
Alignment 













Supplemental Resource Selection Process 

- Does this resources align to our
learning goals? 

- What resources align to KSDE 
vision of HQI?

- Does this resource support literacy 
rich instruction?



How often do students analyze evidence?

How often do they write?

How often do they investigate compelling 
questions?

How often do they use primary sources?

Which standards receive little instructional 
time?

Strengthening Alignment & Instruction Is Never Ending 





26-27 KSDE Regional PLCS
A Journey Towards Improvement 
#RoadTrip26-27

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1HHBRKDP6x4Ee5scsdSfOWG-GhKE6mujdlCO1aRgtHQA/edit?tab=t.0


“There are two educations. One should 
teach us how to make a living and the 
other how to live.”     
                                        - John Adams 
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Humanities Program Manager - History, Government & Social Studies   
Division of Teaching and Learning
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