Supporting Skill Growth Across Grades

Tra’Neisha LaRoche
Social Studies Subject Matter Expert

Students develop social studies skills gradually over time. In the primary grades, this process
begins with foundational skills such as identifying information, describing ideas, and explaining
relationships between events or concepts. These early experiences help students build the
thinking habits needed for deeper social studies learning in later grades.

Skill growth is not about introducing new skills each year. Instead, students continue working
with the same core skills while demonstrating increasingly complex thinking. Early on, students
may respond with simple statements or supported explanations. Over time, they begin to
provide more detailed reasoning, clearer explanations, and greater independence in how they
communicate their thinking.

For example, a student may begin by identifying a classroom rule. As their thinking develops,
that same student might explain why the rule exists or describe what could happen if the rule is
not followed. In this case, the skill of explanation remains the same, but the depth of thinking
increases as the student begins to reason about purpose and consequences.

This pattern applies across social studies skills. A student might first identify similarities between
two communities and later explain how those similarities impact daily life. A student might
initially describe an event and later explain its cause or significance. In each case, the skill
remains consistent, while the level of thinking becomes more complex over time.

Supporting this type of growth does not require longer assignments or additional steps. Growth
occurs when students are asked to think more deeply about the same skill, not when they are
asked to do more work. Increasing workload without increasing the level of thinking can lead to
confusion rather than meaningful learning.

Instead, teachers can support skill development by adjusting prompts and expectations. Clear,
focused questions that require explanation, reasoning, or comparison help students
demonstrate deeper thinking. Small shifts in how a task is framed can significantly impact the
level of thinking required.

The level of support provided to students may also change over time. Younger students often
benefit from visuals, models, sentence frames, or guided discussion that help them
communicate their thinking. As students become more confident, these supports can gradually
be reduced while maintaining clear expectations for thoughtful responses.

It is important to recognize that supports do not lower expectations. When used effectively,
supports help students access the thinking required by the skill. Visual prompts, structured
discussion, and sentence starters make expectations more transparent and allow students to
demonstrate their understanding more clearly.
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Teachers should also be aware of false growth. False growth occurs when tasks appear more
advanced but do not require stronger thinking. Adding extra worksheets, steps, or activities may
increase workload, but it does not deepen understanding. True skill development occurs when
students are asked to explain their ideas, justify their thinking, and communicate their reasoning
more clearly and independently.

When skill growth is supported intentionally, expectations become clearer, student responses
become stronger, and teachers gain better insight into student understanding. This allows
instruction to remain focused, purposeful, and aligned to the thinking students are expected to
demonstrate.

Reflection

How do you currently support students as they develop social studies skills over time?
What types of prompts or supports help students explain their thinking most effectively?
How might small adjustments to your prompts encourage deeper thinking without
increasing workload?
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