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How can social science teachers engage stu-

dents in structured discussions about primary 

sources? All students need structured support 

when learning to use appropriate academic and 

disciplinary language. This article will describe 

one way I created an inquiry-based discussion 

model that addresses all four domains in the 

social sciences. 

 

Historical Analysis Discussion Protocol 

 

In history classes, students struggle to move 

directly from reading primary and secondary 

sources to writing analytical responses. We ex-

pect students to demonstrate mastery of content 

knowledge and historical thinking skills. 

Graphic organizers can support students in cat-

egorizing information; however, they often fail 

to provide scaffolds for thinking a student’s 

move from receiving to producing knowledge. 

The following image represents an inquiry arc 

showing how the discussion model process that 

integrates a content and skill-based approach. 

Encouraging students to practice close-reading 

in history classes requires they have access to 

or already possess sufficient prior knowledge to 

support their analysis. 

Figure 1: Inquiry and Textual Analysis Process. This 

image shows an inquiry arc that addresses the four as-

pects of literacy development (reading, thinking, speak-

ing, and writing) and the textual analysis sequence. 

 

Implementing a discussion model can re-

duce the anxiety students feel when shifting 

from one skill-set to another, specifically from 

reading complex texts to writing analytical re-

sponses. There are five steps to this process that 

focus on a close-read of a document that is high 

interest and will incite valuable discussion.  
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1. Give a purpose for reading with an essential 

question. 

2. Read to identify the author’s main claims 

and evidence. 

3. Do a second read using historical investiga-

tor lenses. 

4. Participate in a structured discussion model 

where they ideally work in groups of four. 

5. Complete a structured written response using 

a paragraph frame. 

 

Crafting Essential Questions 

 

 The use of essential questions varies in pur-

pose and content areas. Some essential questions 

make the content relevant by addressing con-

temporary issues students may ask themselves 

outside of the classroom (Wiggins, 2007). For 

example, an essential question like, “Who de-

fines identity?” or “How do individuals combat 

oppression?” can be used during lessons about 

slavery or the Civil Rights Movement in United 

States history. The C3 Framework (NCSS, 

2013) defines compelling and supporting ques-

tions similarly, but explains how they “deal with 

curiosities about how things work; interpreta-

tions and applications of disciplinary concepts; 

and unresolved issues that require students to 

construct arguments in response” (p. 23). The 

C3 Framework encourages the use of compel-

ling questions to shape inquiry. In this way, stu-

dents constantly reflect on using multiple 

sources to respond to open-ended questions that 

intentionally incite argumentation. 

Multiple Reads. Students will need ap-

proximately 90 minutes to complete the inquiry-

based reading and discussion; however, depend-

ing on the complexity of the text, students may 

accomplish steps in less time. The first half of a 

class period focuses on reading and analyzing 

the text while the second half includes the struc-

tured discussion and written response. Engaging 

with historical texts often requires multiple 

reads. The first read of a primary/secondary 

source document should focus on macro-

structures including the identification of main 

claims and supporting evidence. Students use 

four main strategies to actively read: 

1. Numbering the paragraphs for easy reference 

in discussions and in written reflections; 

2. Circling key terms essential to the author’s 

argument and words that are confusing or 

have multiple meanings; 

3. Underlining the author’s main argument and 

mini-claims found throughout the text; and, 

4. Bracketing the author’s evidence, this could 

include statistics, anecdotes, historical terms/

concepts, or event descriptions. 

In addition to these “Marking the Text” 

practices, students ask questions and make com-

ments using marginal notes. By the end of a first 

read, the analysis covers the text. Having stu-

dents compare their markings and share their 

findings with the whole-class allows the teacher 

clarify any confusing aspects of the document 

and its time-period connection. 

A second read of the document requires stu-

dents to assume one of four historical investiga-

tor roles: historical context investigator, audi-

ence investigator, purpose investigator, and 

point of view investigator. As students go back 

to the text for a second time, they now focus 

their analysis by practicing the historical think-

ing skills. To support students in their analysis, 

there are historical thinking role cards, which 

include review questions on one side and sen-

tence frames for discussion/writing on the other. 

In groups of four, students use a graphic or-

ganizer to record and categorize their gathered 

evidence to support their findings based on the 

assigned historical investigator role. For exam-

ple, if a student is responsible for evaluating the 

intended audience of a document, she would 

look for claims and specific word choices that 
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might help her infer the intended audience 

based on textual evidence. After students have 

completed the second read, they now have the 

necessary information to participate in the 

group discussion. 

Structured Discussion Model. The pur-

pose of the discussion is to allow each investi-

gator to share the information they found in the 

document. Moreover, a subsequent written re-

sponse uses the content from the discussion. 

Verbalizing the content within a structured dis-

cussion gives students the opportunity to devel-

op and hear their arguments before committing 

them to writing. 

Having timed discussions is necessary. This 

is important for two reasons: first, each speaker 

needs uninterrupted speaking time so that the 

participants focus on listening; and second, stu-

dents need to embrace silence. Sometimes the 

speaker runs out of information to present and 

instead of letting the other participants jump 

into the discussion, the silence allows for quiet 

reflection. In the silence, the speaker may think 

of something additional to share. The academic 

sentence frames require the use of details from 

the document to support findings. For students 

that struggle to begin describing what they read, 

sentence frames provide structure and motiva-

tion to participate. There is one portion of the 

protocol that is unstructured and allows partici-

pants to ask each other clarifying questions, dis-

agree about findings, and make final conclu-

sions. 

Figure 4: Discussion Protocol. The complete discussion 

will only take 12 minutes, but the reading and writing 

tasks may take longer depending on the length and com-

plexity of the document. Depending on the document and 

needs of the class, the teacher can reorganize the order 

that historical investigators present.  

  

The final part of the task is a summary re-

sponse paragraph evaluating key aspects of the 

document. The shift from speaking to writing is 

Figure 2: The Historical Investigator Card. One side of 

the investigator card outlines the purpose of the role and 

provides students with guiding questions as they com-

plete a second close-read of the selected text. 

Figure 3: The Historical Investigator Role Card. The re-

verse side of the investigator role card provides sentence 

frames students use during the structured discussion. 

Sentence frames align with the guiding questions sug-

gested for the second read. 
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easier when students have interacted with the 

material and have information about the prompt 

to which they must respond. Students will be 

able to use the sentence frames used during the 

discussion to support their written analysis.  The 

goal of the summary is to review the significant 

aspects of the document in order to answer the 

essential question posed at the beginning of the 

unit/lesson. 

Figure 5: Written Summary Analysis. To better address a 

historical thinking skill or for a particular document, alter 

the language of the paragraph frame. To help students 

practice the use of academic language stems, they should 

write the entire paragraph instead of simply filling in the 

blank spaces. 

 

A final step is to have students read their re-

sponses aloud to their group or the whole class. 

By verbalizing their fully constructed response, 

students are getting additional practice review-

ing academic language usage. Additionally, it 

shows students the correlation between reading, 

writing, listening, and speaking skills. 

 

Conclusion   

 

A general observation about many class-

rooms is that teachers often spend more time 

talking than students. This article outlines an 

intentional and explicitly structured discussion 

model designed to provide students with appro-

priate scaffolds as they interact with content ma-

terial. For PDFs of the templates, visit https://

www.ateachersponderings.com   

Finally, there are a few lessons I learned dur-

ing the initial implementation of this analysis 

process.   

First, use the first few weeks of school to 

teach the content specific skills.  This discussion 

model cannot be used effectively unless students 

are familiar with the analytical thinking outlined 

on the investigator role cards. Therefore, try as-

signing the whole class one particular investiga-

tor role in order to model the thinking/

questioning strategies one at a time. A gradual 

release model will allow teachers to check stu-

dent understanding and ability to apply the 

thinking skills.   

Second, silence is okay. Sometimes students 

need silence to process their thinking and for-

mulate ideas and responses. The silence is also a 

way to break down some of the social barriers as 

classroom culture develops.   

Third, choose high interest and high impact 

texts. Completing two reads of a text and using 

the discussion model requires dedicated time to 

the process. In order to get students interested in 

https://www.ateachersponderings.com/speak-up-structured-discussion-model.html
https://www.ateachersponderings.com/speak-up-structured-discussion-model.html
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the topic. The essential question and selected 

text need to incite discussion and even differing 

opinions.   

Lastly, do not use this model for every unit. 

This is one example of a structured discussion 

model, but there are many others that can be 

used to increase student engagement and build 

students’ academic language. While the thinking 

skills will be addressed in almost every lesson, 

to keep the discussion fresh and effective as a 

motivational tool, use it sparingly. After a few 

attempts, students might start to practice the 

skill without the direct prompts. 

Including structured discussion models is an 

appropriate way to shift classroom practices 

from being teacher-centered to student-centered. 

Students are given the opportunity to struggle 

through content while simultaneously master 

literacy skills. Embedding discussion models 

might take a little extra time but as an instruc-

tional strategy, they address all aspects of litera-

cy development and apply to any content area. 
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