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In the primary grades, social studies indicators communicate expectations for student thinking, 
not just topics to teach. While indicators often appear simple at first glance, they still require 
students to demonstrate specific skills using content. Understanding what students are 
expected to do with that content is essential for aligning instruction and assessment. 

A helpful first step in identifying the skill within an indicator is to locate the verb. The verb signals 
the action students are expected to perform with the content. By identifying the verb and asking 
what that action requires students to do with the content, teachers can more clearly determine 
the skill students are developing. This keeps the focus on student thinking rather than activities 
or materials. 

Primary indicators frequently emphasize skills such as identifying information, describing 
relationships, explaining ideas, or comparing similarities and differences. These skills are 
typically communicated through the verb and structure of the indicator, but they represent 
meaningful expectations for student learning. 

In many primary indicators, a single skill is emphasized. Students are typically expected to 
demonstrate one primary skill, often with support. Recognizing the primary skill within the 
indicator helps teachers avoid overwhelming students with multiple expectations at once. 

Because primary students are still developing reading and writing skills, they often demonstrate 
their thinking in ways that look different from older students. Instead of long written responses, 
primary students may show understanding through oral discussion, drawings, sorting activities, 
or supported explanations. These demonstrations of thinking provide observable evidence that 
helps teachers determine whether students have met the expectations of the indicator. 

For example, a primary indicator might ask students to explain the purpose of rules or identify 
similarities between communities. A student might demonstrate this understanding by 
discussing ideas with a partner, using drawings to represent concepts, or explaining an idea 
using sentence frames provided by the teacher. 

When identifying skills in an indicator, it can also be helpful to imagine how students would 
demonstrate that skill in your classroom. What would students say during discussion? What 
might their drawings or explanations include? Thinking about how students will demonstrate 
their learning helps ensure that instructional tasks are aligned with the skill described in the 
indicator. 

Recognizing these observable demonstrations of thinking helps teachers design 
developmentally appropriate learning experiences. When teachers clearly identify the skill 
embedded in an indicator, they can create tasks that allow students to demonstrate that skill in 
ways that are appropriate for their developmental level. 

                                                                             



 

Focusing on skills also helps teachers avoid designing activities that are engaging but not 
aligned to the indicator. Activities such as coloring worksheets or copying vocabulary words may 
keep students busy, but they do not necessarily require students to demonstrate the thinking 
described in the indicator. The skill lies in the thinking students engage in during the activity, not 
in the activity itself. 

By identifying the skill first, teachers can design instruction that provides clear opportunities for 
students to practice and demonstrate the expected thinking. When teachers consistently identify 
and prioritize the skill within an indicator, instruction becomes more intentional, and students are 
better supported in developing the thinking required for deep and meaningful understanding. 

Reflection 

●​ How do your students currently demonstrate their thinking during social studies lessons? 
●​ What observable behaviors help you determine whether students understand a concept? 
●​ How might identifying the skill first influence how you design learning activities? 
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