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Social Studies and the 
English Language Learner

In social studies pedagogy, there is a considerable body of research to support “what works” 

in helping students understand diffi  cult concepts and content. Research into teaching social 

studies to English language learners, for example, highlights the specifi c textual and cultural 

challenges that this content presents. Social studies often uses specialized vocabulary, much of 

it abstract and therefore not easily demonstrated with visuals or hands-on activities. Learning 

the content relies heavily on literacy skills, many of which take longer to develop among sec-

ond-language learners. Moreover, discussion of social studies content requires that learners be 

able to employ higher order thinking skills such as comparing and contrasting, distinguishing 

fact from opinion, making generalizations based on factual information, and analyzing impor-

tant information in order to formulate an argument. In addition, children who are new to this 

country may lack the historical background, geographic knowledge, or cultural knowledge that 

social studies texts often assume students have already. 

In developing the TimeLinks program, the authors focused on these specifi c issues faced by 

English language learners and their teachers. One of the challenges of teaching social studies 

content to English language learners is for teachers to recognize that there are two goals: teach-

ing the content while also teaching the language of social studies. Th is means making adjust-

ments in the way the content is written so as to provide multiple and varied contextual supports 

for English language learners. Such supports could include visuals, graphic organizers, maps, 

charts, and bolded subheadings, all of which are found within the TimeLinks program. In terms 

of language, it could include recognizing the textual challenges that the text could provide for 

ELL students. An example of such challenges is the use of idiomatic expressions that are dif-

fi cult for students learning English to process. Social studies texts include many idioms that 

increase the diffi  culty of the material for ELL students. Textual adjustments might include 

selecting vocabulary that is able to be generalized across contexts, rewriting sentences so as to 

make greater use of active sentences rather than passive ones, and reducing the complexity of 

sentence structures.
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Th e TimeLinks program has been reviewed by linguistic scholars to examine these types of 

textual and cultural challenges that the material presents and to ease those challenges by 

providing a variety of contextual supports. One such support in the TimeLinks program is the 

diff erentiated instruction off ered through high-interest leveled readers. Instead of diff erent top-

ics for each level of reader, TimeLinks provides three levels on the same topic, streamlining the 

social studies lesson while building the reading skills of all students. Also, each teacher’s edition 

features numerous ideas for implementing diff erentiated instruction strategies throughout the 

curriculum. 
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