Research-Based Content-Area
Reading Instruction
Reading Essentials® in Social Studies
Reading Essentials® in Science

Overview
“At its most basic, teaching reading in the content areas is helping learners to make connections
between what they already know and ‘new’ information presented in the text…Teaching reading in
the content areas, therefore, is not so much about teaching students basic reading skills as it is
about teaching students how to use reading as a tool for thinking and learning.”
—Billmeyer & Barton, 1998
In third or fourth grade, students begin to make the transition from
reading mostly fictional and narrative books to reading more nonfiction
and content-area textbooks. As students “read to learn” in the
content areas, research suggests that strategic reading instruction
should be integrated with the acquisition of new information and
ideas. Content-area reading strategies take students beyond rote
learning to higher levels of understanding. When students develop
strong content literacy strategies, they have more interest and
motivation, are better prepared for class, participate more, and
perform better on tests.
The Reading Essentials program from Perfection Learning develops
social studies and science literacy strategies for students in grades
three through eight. The 70 interesting and informative nonfiction
titles help students learn more about essential concepts as they
become active, motivated, and strategic readers.

Reading Essentials covers 7 social studies and 7 science curriculum
topics and includes:
• 70 Student Books
• 14 Teaching and Assessment Resources, one for each
curriculum topic area
• a Teaching Content-Area Literacy Strategies resource
Few students ever develop a love for reading from their social studies
or science textbooks. The sheer size alone makes them uninviting
and overwhelming. The interesting, visually appealing, readerfriendly student books in Reading Essentials pique students’ interest
while providing essential content and content-area reading practice.
In addition, the research-based literacy strategies taught in the
program prepare students for successful and enjoyable reading
experiences.
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Instructional Design
“Teachers make content-area reading invisible through the design of well-planned content literacy
lessons. Often these lessons are referred to as the teacher’s instructional framework.”
—V acca & V acca, 1999
There are three points at which reading strategies can be taught during a reading assignment: (1) before reading, (2) during reading, and
(3) after reading. Reading Essentials provides instruction at each of these junctures.

Before Reading—Preparation and Planning
Teaching that goes on before students read is essential. Students
need to be guided in activating prior knowledge, making predictions,
determining the purpose for reading, previewing content-area
vocabulary, and analyzing text structure.

“Proficient learners build on and activate their
background knowledge before reading…
poor learners begin without thinking.”
—Irvin et. al., 1995
Students who activate prior knowledge (schema) to construct
meaning “are in a better position to comprehend what they are
reading” (Neisser, 1976 & Rumelhart, 1982). The teacher materials
that accompany the Reading Essentials social studies and science
books have activities to activate students’ prior knowledge for each
Student Book. These include visual strategies such as KWL
charts, webs, graphic organizers, and maps, as well as discussion
prompts. Students review the book title and table of contents to make
predictions about the content.

“Text structure, like schema, is an important
variable in reading comprehension. Cognitive
researchers have shown that text structure is
crucial to learning and memory.”
—Kintsch, 1977; Meyer & Rice, 1984
When students understand text patterns, they understand the
connections among ideas in the informational text. The organizational
pattern and text features of each Reading Essentials Student Book
are given on the inside front cover. A strategy mini-lesson in the
teacher materials explains different types of text structures, how to
recognize them, and how to read them.

“Research conducted in the past ten years
reveals that vocabulary knowledge is the single
most important factor contributing to reading
comprehension.”
—Laflamme, 1997; Billmeyer & Barton, 1998
The content-area vocabulary words that students need to learn in
order to comprehend each Reading Essentials book are printed on
the inside front cover of each Student Book. In addition, each
vocabulary word is presented in boldfaced type in the context and
defined in the glossary. The teacher materials help teachers present
and introduce these words as a prereading activity.
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During Reading—Using Metacognitive Strategies
“When a reader is strategic and reflective about her thinking and learning, cognitive psychologists
would say she is utilizing metacognition skills…Various reading researchers (Gavelek & Raphael,
1985; Osman & Hannafin, 1992; Caverly, Mandevill & Nicholson, 1995) have used the term
metacomprehension to refer to being strategic and reflective about reading comprehension.”
—Billmeyer & Barton, 1998
Metacognition during reading is awareness by the reader that the
text is being understood. At this point, students should be actively
monitoring their comprehension by asking themselves questions
such as, “Do I understand what the author means here?” “Have I
ever had an experience like this?” “Why is this information important?”
“What might happen next?” “What does this word mean?”
Successful readers strategically interact with the author’s message
as they read.
As students read a Reading Essentials social studies or science book,
they learn how to use a think-along journal. Students make a two-column
chart for listing questions or perceptions and the corresponding
page numbers as they read. If their questions aren’t answered in
the text, they go to other resources for information. In this way,

students are monitoring and correcting their comprehension as
they read.
Activities in the Reading Essentials teacher materials show students
how to use Post-It ® Notes to mark passages that raise questions or
present interesting information. Another strategy they learn for
active reading is QAR—Question and Response.
Students also learn to use vocabulary strategies to understand new
words as they interact with text. Mini-lessons in the Reading Essentials
teacher materials help students use context clues for the meanings
of new words as they read. Strategies include determining meaning
from context clues, root words, parts of speech, and prefixes and
suffixes.

“A classic study by Bereiter and Bird (1985) showed that students who were asked to think aloud
while reading had better comprehension than students who were not taught to think aloud…”
—Billmeyer & Barton, 1998
Learning to use active reading strategies requires modeling and
practice. Teachers need to demonstrate how good readers think
and interact with text as they read. A lesson in the Reading Essentials
teacher materials shows how the teacher can make her or his own

thinking explicit by verbalizing thoughts while reading orally. This
guided practice should be scaffolded so students are gradually
released to read strategically on their own.

After Reading—Reflection and Application
“The data suggest that text comprehension is enhanced when readers actively relate the ideas to
their own knowledge and experiences and construct mental representations in memory.”
—National Reading Panel, 2000
Strategic readers reflect on what they have read and apply what
they have learned. They go back to their questions from the text
and see if these were answered in the content or, if not, go to other
sources for answers. They discuss what they have learned and why
it is important. They connect learning to their own lives. They
reflect through writing. And they extend their learning by using
the new information in another format or situation.

Reading Essentials incorporates all of these strategic comprehension
activities. The teacher materials include prompts for group discussions
that encourage students to share questions and new information.
In these discussions, students focus on thinking strategies beyond
the recall level.

“When students think on paper to express thoughts, feelings, and opinions, they are more likely to
respond to and explore ideas encountered in text.”
—Elbow, 1997
In Reading Essentials,a low-stakes writing activity follows reading.
“Low-stakes writing tasks allow students to use writing to interact
personally with ideas and information without the pressure of producing
polished, finished products” (Vacca, 2002). Students are prompted
to explore different writing formats as they express their ideas, including
•
•
•
•

researching
making an outline
using the writing process
writing a friendly letter

• writing to describe, persuade,
summarize, entertain, and
inform

Another activity in the Reading Essentials teacher material that
follows reading is called “Content-Area Reading Essentials.”
This is a hands-on activity that requires students to apply what they
have learned. There are science experiments in Reading Essentials
in Science and creative activities in Reading Essentials in
Social Studies. Many are suitable for small groups.
Ideas for extension projects are also included in the Reading Essentials
teaching materials. Students can choose from oral, written, dramatic,
graphic, and research formats to extend learning and demonstrate
understanding.

Explicit Instruction
“The rationale for the explicit teaching of comprehension skills is that comprehension can be
improved by teaching students to use specific cognitive strategies or to reason strategically when
they encounter barriers to understanding what they are reading. Readers acquire these strategies
informally to some extent, but explicit or formal instruction in the application of comprehension
strategies has been shown to be highly effective in enhancing understanding.”
—National Reading Panel, 2000
Incorporating mini-lessons provides direct instruction when students
need to practice a skill or strategy explicitly. This approach allows
teachers to intervene in the students’ reading and learning at
appropriate times.
Reading Essentials provides two skill or strategy lessons for each
book. Students can complete these lessons before, during, or after
reading. Lessons throughout the program cover a wide range of
essential skills and strategies, some of which are listed below.
• analyzing
• recognizing main idea
• comparing and contrasting
and details
• determining cause and effect
• using prereading strategies
• distinguishing fact and
• identifying parts of speech
fiction or opinion
• using a glossary
• drawing conclusions
• using context clues
• evaluating
• speaking to entertain,
• sequencing
inform, and persuade
• inferring

“Readers construct meaning as they read.
Effective readers are strategic. They make predictions,
organize information, and interact with text.
They evaluate the ideas they are reading about
in light of what they already know.”
—Billmeyer & Barton, 1998
The Reading Essentials in Scienceand Reading Essentials in
Social Studies programs from Perfection Learning teach students
to become active, strategic readers, writers, and thinkers.
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