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In this quasi-experimental study, 608 fourth-, fifth-, and sixth-grade students explored 5 historical
investigations. In the experimental condition, teachers used a cognitive apprenticeship model to teach
students historical reading and writing strategies. Comparison teachers used the same materials to deliver
a business-as-usual form of instruction. Random assignment was at the individual level for fourth and
fifth graders and at the classroom level for sixth graders. After controlling for gender, ethnicity, and
pretest scores, the findings indicated that experimental students outperformed their peers in control
classrooms on measures of essay length (ES � 0.25), holistic writing quality (ES � 0.59), and
argumentative historical writing (ES � 0.67). Differences in students’ argumentative historical writing
remained after six weeks (ES � 0.71). Finally, students with disabilities as well as those who did not
meet annual reading proficiency benchmarks on state-administered assessments all benefited from
experimental instruction. These results suggest that with appropriate supports and the opportunity to
engage in meaningful historical content, students in fourth through sixth grade can analyze primary and
secondary source documents and write evidence-based historical arguments.

Educational Impact and Implications Statement
The authors investigated the effects of teaching fourth-, fifth-, and sixth-grade students (N � 608)
historical reading and writing strategies, using a cognitive apprenticeship model of instruction, on their
general and argumentative historical writing. The 5-week intervention yielded positive effects on the
length, holistic quality, and argumentative historical writing of fourth through sixth graders. However,
students with stronger incoming reading proficiency generally benefitted more from experimental in-
struction. The positive effect in students’ argumentative historical writing was still evident six weeks after
instruction ended. This study has implications for teaching historical literacies to students in upper
elementary and beginning middle-level classrooms.

Keywords: historical or disciplinary literacy, upper elementary, beginning middle school learners, social
sciences (or history) education, writing
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Over the past 10 years, a growing body of research has sug-
gested that by adolescence, writing in school must focus on more
than general literacy development. Rather than focusing solely on
learning to plan, translate, and revise in different genres (e.g.,

narrative, expository and persuasive), modern middle and high
school students use writing to learn academic content (Moje, 2008;
Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012). Because experts value unique types
of text, read and write for different purposes, and create special-
ized products with features that do not transfer across subjects,
secondary students should engage in writing that begins to take on
disciplinary qualities (Draper, Broomhead, Jensen, Nokes, &
Siebert, 2010; Klein & Boscolo, 2016; Shanahan & Shanahan,
2008). In the social studies classroom, this means students must do
more than summarize information about what happened in the
past. Rather, they must develop contextual knowledge about his-
torical topics, learn the characteristics of primary and secondary
documents, and engage in processes specific to interpreting his-
torical information (Monte-Sano, 2010).

Professional historians use contextual, procedural, and disciplin-
ary knowledge to construct new knowledge, addressing historical
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questions that have either been neglected by others or, in their
view, misinterpreted (Nokes & De La Paz, 2018). To establish the
significance of their work, historians use fragmentary and incom-
plete evidence to construct defensible interpretations and then use
evidence and research methodologies to write argumentatively,
defending those interpretations (Bain, 2006; Seixas & Morton,
2013; van Drie & van Boxtel, 2008). In contrast, students rarely
write historical arguments for such authentic purposes in history
classrooms (Duke, Caughlin, Juzwik, & Martin, 2012). This find-
ing is due to developmental differences between professionals and
novices and teaching practices that stress factual knowledge ac-
quisition over opportunities for historical interpretation (Nokes,
2010).

Discipline-specific reading and writing goals are now part of the
Common Core State Standards for Literacy in History and Social
Studies (Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2010) and the
College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework (National Coun-
cil for the Social Studies, 2013) and should be taught to students
in fourth through sixth grade. For example, the Common Core
State Standards for students at and above the fourth grade include
expectations to use domain-specific vocabulary. Students are
asked to draw evidence from literary or informational texts to
support analysis, reflection, and research. Moreover, the C3 sug-
gests that by the end of Grade 5, students must be able to “describe
how people’s perspectives shaped the historical sources they cre-
ated” (p. 47), “compare information provided by different histor-
ical sources, infer the intended audience and purpose of a historical
source from information within the source itself” (p. 48), and “use
evidence to develop a claim about the past” (p. 49). Finally, the
National Assessment of Educational Progress for U.S. history
requires students in fourth grade to “interpret information from a
variety of sources, including texts, maps, pictures, and timelines”
(National Assessment Governing Board, 2018, p. 46) to be con-
sidered academically proficient.

Argumentative Historical Writing in the Classroom

Contrary to popular thought, a growing body of research dem-
onstrates that teachers can nurture their students’ argumentative
historical writing by building contextual knowledge, teaching his-
torical thinking skills, and addressing students’ understanding of
historical inquiry. Early research indicated teacher-provided feed-
back on document-based essays could enable advanced students to
use historical evidence and write more persuasively (Leinhardt,
2000; Young & Leinhardt, 1998). Recent studies in the United
States and Europe have continued to show explicit strategy in-
struction improves students’ historical reading and writing skills
(De La Paz, 2005; De La Paz & Felton, 2010; Nokes, Dole, &
Hacker, 2007; Reisman, 2012; Stoel, van Drie, & van Boxtel,
2015).

In a series of studies on argumentative historical writing, De La
Paz and colleagues (De La Paz, 2005; De La Paz & Felton, 2010;
De La Paz et al., 2014, 2017) used a cognitive apprenticeship
model and provided explicit reading, thinking, and writing strategy
instruction to students in middle and high school history class-
rooms. Approximately 15–30% of students in these studies were
struggling academically (about 7–10% had school-identified dis-
abilities, 5–10% were English learners, and 25% had limited
proficiency in reading); moreover, these students were taught in

academically heterogeneous general education classes with stu-
dents who were proficient or advanced readers and writers. Two
studies (De La Paz et al., 2014, 2017) included populations of
students who were primarily African American or Hispanic, also
suggesting the value of the approach with students who are cul-
turally diverse.

In contrast to this emerging research base for secondary stu-
dents, systematic efforts to study argumentative historical writing
among younger students are lacking. Some have questioned
whether these goals are even developmentally appropriate (e.g.,
Conley, 2012; Draper, 2008; Faggella-Luby, Ware, & Capozzoli,
2009; Heller, 2010); however, as with other forms of instruction
initially developed for older students (e.g., Self-Regulated Strategy
Development; Harris, Graham, & Mason, 2006), research is
needed to determine whether younger students benefit from inter-
ventions targeting discipline-specific literacies. Preliminary evi-
dence from descriptive and single case studies reveals the benefits
of teaching students to think about history using specialized prac-
tices and analytic processes. Given proper scaffolding, elementary
and beginning middle school students can learn to read, think, and
reason in historically valuable ways (Ferretti, MacArthur, &
Okolo, 2001; Fillpot, 2012; MacArthur, Ferretti, & Okolo, 2002;
Nokes, 2014; VanSledright, 2002), although these students expe-
rience difficulties in the absence of carefully designed and sus-
tained instruction.

To illustrate this point, Fillpot (2012) examined whether third
graders could use Wineburg’s (1991) historical heuristics (e.g.,
sourcing, corroboration, and contextualization). Evidence from her
work showed students made informed judgments about the Dawes
Act of 1887 after learning to source evidence. Fillpot concluded
the lack of opportunity to grapple with primary sources, rather than
age, “is the strongest limit on U.S. elementary students’ engage-
ment in historical thinking” (p. 206).

Work with fifth-grade students is also promising with respect to
students’ learning potential (Nokes, 2014; VanSledright, 2002).
Students exposed to document-based historical inquiries demon-
strated historical reasoning and showed modest yet significant
changes in the way they viewed themselves and texts. In addition,
Grade 5 learners began to identify the nature and reliability of
documents and corroborated details across sources. However, stu-
dents with lower incoming reading skills struggled to comprehend
more difficult text sources if they were not given appropriate
supports. In much the same way, Ferretti and colleagues (e.g.,
Ferretti et al., 2001; MacArthur et al., 2002; Okolo, Ferretti, &
MacArthur, 2007) showed that academically diverse sixth graders
were able to conduct research on historical controversies, engage
in argumentative debates, and develop multimedia presentations.
Although students in the study did not overcome misconceptions
about immigration, all participants demonstrated more sophisti-
cated historical reasoning.

Despite the growing prominence of studies with younger learn-
ers, the existing research is limited in important ways. First, nearly
all the studies relied on multiple-choice assessments, question-
naires, content tests, or student interviews, with few evaluations of
students’ writing (Ferretti et al., 2001; Fillpot, 2012; MacArthur et
al., 2002; Nokes, 2014; Okolo et al., 2007; VanSledright, 2002).
Second, most studies used single group pretest/posttest or qualita-
tive research designs (i.e., descriptive case studies), limiting causal
inferences about teaching approaches. Third, the samples in these
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studies were small and, with few exceptions, included relatively
homogenous learners (i.e., students in middle and high school
settings, with average and above-average reading abilities and low
rates of free or reduced lunch [FRL] participants). These results,
therefore, cannot be generalized with students in fourth through
sixth grade, for students receiving FRL, or with academically
diverse populations.

To address this gap in the literature, we modified a previously
successful historical literacy intervention for eighth graders (De La
Paz et al., 2014, 2017). Given the absence of empirical research
with upper elementary and early middle-level learners, the present
study is important and systematically investigates one form of
historical literacy instruction.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework for our intervention is based on
definitions of discipline-specific processes for thinking, reading,
and writing embedded in the production, consumption, and com-
munication of knowledge in history (e.g., Conley, 2012; Moje,
2008). The central components of these processes involve under-
standing the historical context (or background), questioning and
weighing evidence found in primary sources, constructing inter-
pretations of the past based on analysis of evidence, and conveying
interpretations into a written historical argument (Monte-Sano,
2008, 2010; Wineburg, 2001). For historians, thinking is embed-
ded in both reading and writing as they develop interpretations
(e.g., consider authors’ purposes and audiences, situate primary
sources in the original context, and analyze significance and cau-
sation). Based on these interpretations, the historian makes the
case for a certain account of past events or people using eviden-
tiary support. To capture these elements, our intervention involved
three major components: (a) building students’ background knowl-
edge, (b) historical reading and writing strategy instruction, and (c)
the delivery of instruction, using a cognitive apprenticeship frame-
work.

Building Background Knowledge

Research with students from fourth through eighth grade shows
building and activating students’ background knowledge improves
their text comprehension (Chamberlain, Daniels, Madden, &
Slavin, 2007, 2009) and facilitates the development of subject-
matter writing (De La Paz et al., 2014; Swanson et al., 2014).
Moreover, because students come to classrooms with varying
reading abilities, levels of subject-matter knowledge, and meta-
cognitive skills, background knowledge can be one of the most
influential factors in student learning (Ambrose & Lovett, 2014;
Aronson, Fried, & Good, 2002). Because knowledge is shaped by
past experiences (Fisher, Frey, & Lapp, 2012), existing knowl-
edge—both domain-specific and general—must be targeted to
ensure students’ understanding is accurate and sufficient (Alexan-
der, 2003). When provided appropriate instruction, students build
foundations and begin to learn, retrieve, and connect new knowl-
edge (Aronson et al., 2002).

In contrast to novices, where rich background knowledge is not
a prerequisite for contextualization, historians actively seek out
contextual information (Nokes & Kelser-Lund, 2019). They situate
events and historical evidence in the context of time, location, and

long-term developments (Wineburg, 1991). This knowledge pro-
vides a frame of reference to evaluate facts, the actions of histor-
ical actors, and events using the standards of the period in which
the phenomenon occurred (Shemilt, 1983). Thus, in our interven-
tion, we used authentic primary and secondary source documents
and explicit instruction to help build students’ contextual under-
standing of each topic. Recent studies with middle and high school
learners have suggested instruction targeting the development of
background and contextual knowledge through historical evidence,
including newspapers, diary entries, maps, and timelines, is ben-
eficial to their subsequent reading, writing, and thinking (Nokes et
al., 2007; Reisman, 2012).

Historical Reading and Writing Strategy Instruction

Reading historical evidence. In contrast to traditional models
of reading comprehension (i.e., what is operationalized as intra-
textual, or processes for reading to understand a single text;
Kintsch & van Dijk, 1978), reading in history involves intertextual
processes (Perfetti, Rouet, & Britt, 1999). Readers must examine
features (e.g., textual content and relationships) across multiple
documents to synthesize and merge information (Draper, 2008). In
addition to this synthesis, the reader must understand what moti-
vated the author to craft the document. Such understanding helps
readers make judgments about biases and reliability, and, ulti-
mately, whether the written account can be trusted. These pro-
cesses actively shape the way historians organize text content and
build representations of meaning. Because historical reading pro-
cesses are influenced by fundamentally different rules and expec-
tations than domain general types of reading (Draper et al., 2010),
students need to be explicitly taught strategies for reading histor-
ical evidence (Monte-Sano, 2008). Moreover, evidence from stud-
ies with elementary-aged learners suggests, given the relationship
between reading, writing, and thinking in the disciplines (Nokes &
De La Paz, 2018; VanSledright, 2002), that explicit reading strat-
egy instruction is most effective when paired with other forms of
strategy instruction (Reisman, 2012). Reading historical evidence,
therefore, is a specialized process that requires direct instruction to
be most effective when delivered to elementary-aged students.

Writing historical arguments. Composing an argument to a
historical question and using multiple sources of historical evi-
dence can be viewed as a hybrid act of literacy, which experts refer
to as historical literacy (see Draper et al., 2010). Composing a
response shapes the way a writer reads the historical sources, and
reading a historical source shapes the way the reader composes a
response (Spivey & King, 1989). These processes, however, do not
develop naturally, even among college-level learners (Wiley &
Voss, 1999). One of the most effective ways to help students
acquire the knowledge needed to set and meet discipline-specific
writing goals is through explicit text structure instruction (Bouwer,
Koster, & van den Bergh, 2018; Wissinger & De La Paz, 2016).
Complete historical arguments contain a historical stance, eviden-
tiary support for claims, counterclaims and rebuttals, and account
for historical context (Monte-Sano, 2008). Research shows these
elements can be embedded within text structures and effectively
presented to students through explicit strategy instruction and
opportunities for targeted practice (Gillespie & Graham, 2014).
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Cognitive Apprenticeship Framework

Given demands for students to coordinate multiple cognitive
processes when writing historical arguments, evidence shows
teachers must provide a systematic approach to scaffold learning
(Nokes, 2017). Substantial research shows the cognitive appren-
ticeship model is a promising approach for supporting students
developing discipline-specific literacies (Greenleaf et al., 2011).
Authors of cognitive apprenticeship argue that for novices to be
“apprenticed” into expert practices of domain-specific reading,
they must see the strategies named and explicitly modeled (see
Collins, Brown, & Newman, 1989). Modeling is the first step in
explicit strategy instruction, which has been implemented widely
in literacy instruction and has a three-part structure: (a) explicit
instruction, including naming and modeling the strategy; (b)
guided practice, including group work; and (c) independent prac-
tice (see Duke & Pearson, 2002). A central aspect of the cognitive
apprenticeship model is the expert (or teacher) turning over more
responsibility to the student until they are proficient enough to
complete tasks independently. In the current intervention, experi-
mental lessons, professional development (PD), and instructional
delivery was administered using the principles of the cognitive
apprenticeship framework.

Present Aims

Prior research has indicated that helping students develop back-
ground knowledge and using source evidence to form an under-
standing of historical context benefits students’ understanding of
source documents (van Boxtel & van Drie, 2012). Evidence also
shows that providing explicit historical strategy instruction
through evidence-based instructional models substantively im-
proves students’ writing (De La Paz, 2005; De La Paz & Felton,
2010; De La Paz et al., 2014, 2017). Several researchers have
attempted to teach the critical processes used by historical experts
(e.g., sourcing, corroboration, and contextualization) to upper el-
ementary learners (Fillpot, 2012; Nokes, 2014; VanSledright,
2002). However, the present study is the first to make develop-
mentally appropriate modifications to an evidence-based historical
literacy intervention designed for secondary learners (De La Paz &
Felton, 2010; De La Paz et al., 2014, 2017) and examine the effects
with fourth through sixth graders. In addition, we used a robust
research design. Teachers were selected through randomized pro-
cedures, students and teachers were randomly assigned to experi-
mental and comparison conditions, and students’ argumentative
historical writing was evaluated at posttest and maintenance (six
weeks after instruction ended). Last, the sample was academically
diverse, and 72% of the participants received FRL. Two research
questions guided the investigation:

1. What are the effects of historical reading and writing
strategy instruction on fourth through sixth graders’ do-
main general skills (reading comprehension, holistic
writing quality, and essay length) immediately after in-
struction, and argumentative historical writing both im-
mediately and six weeks after instruction?

2. Do experimental students with advanced, proficient, and
basic or below reading proficiency and students with
disabilities demonstrate the same degree of learning on

the four dependent measures at posttest and an argumen-
tative historical writing probe at maintenance?

Three hypotheses guided this work. Based on previous research,
we hypothesized that building students’ background knowledge
and understanding of historical context, providing explicit histor-
ical reading and writing strategy instruction, and scaffolding learn-
ing through a cognitive apprenticeship model would enhance stu-
dents’ argumentative historical writing at posttest and maintenance
more than a business-as-usual form of instruction.

Our second hypothesis was that some learning outcomes would
be the same for all students after instruction because some instruc-
tional elements were common to both conditions. Students in both
conditions explored the same five historical investigations and
read, discussed, and wrote about the same primary and secondary
source materials. Teachers spent the first two days of each histor-
ical investigation providing students with background information
on the time and place for each historical event. They also taught
students comprehension strategies and provided information on
text structure and planning. Thus, we believed students in both
conditions would perform at similar levels on a fact-based reading
comprehension measure and write essays that were comparable in
holistic quality and length.

Our final hypothesis was that, on average, students with profi-
cient or advanced reading scores on a state administered English
language arts (ELA) test would benefit most from the experimental
form of instruction. However, we believed students with basic or
below reading scores (i.e., those who did not meet annual profi-
ciency benchmarks) and students with disabilities would demon-
strate improvement on all measures after controlling for differ-
ences in pretest scores.

Method

Participants and Setting

We used a quasi-experimental design with 608 fourth-, fifth-,
and sixth-grade students and 11 teachers from two schools in a
large urban school district in Pennsylvania. One of the schools was
a kindergarten through Grade 5 elementary school; the second
school served junior high students in Grades 6–8.

Teachers. The process for teacher selection and randomiza-
tion was as follows. After receiving district and school approval,
teachers were randomly selected from a pool of 28 individuals who
taught fourth-, fifth-, or sixth-grade social studies (i.e., 10 Grade 4,
10 Grade 5, and eight Grade 6). This process resulted in the
selection of four teachers at each grade level (n � 12). Next,
teachers were randomly assigned to conditions, with six in the
experimental and six in the comparison condition (i.e., two exper-
imental and two control teachers at each grade-level). However,
because both Grade 6 control teachers only taught social studies
whereas the two experimental teachers taught social studies and
science, we randomly eliminated one of the sixth-grade control
teachers to avoid scheduling conflicts and disproportionate num-
bers of students between conditions.

The final pool contained 11 teachers (i.e., six experimental and
five control) who were responsible for teaching 33 sections of
social studies. Eight were female, three were male, and all 11 were
Caucasian. Average teaching experience was 10 years (range �
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4–20). In Grades 4 and 5, teachers in each condition taught two
sections of social studies, resulting in eight experimental and eight
control sections (i.e., four experimental and four control sections at
each grade level). By contrast, the three Grade 6 teachers had
block schedules. The two experimental teachers taught nine sec-
tions of social studies (i.e., one teacher had five sections, and the
other teacher had four sections), and the control teacher taught
eight sections.

We used probability sampling and random assignment to ensure
teachers of varying abilities would have equal probabilities of
being chosen and assigned to one of the two conditions (Mills &
Gay, 2019). In addition, performance ratings on district evalua-
tions from the previous school year were compared to further
confirm equivalent teacher quality across conditions. Ratings on
this measure were 0 � failing, 1 � needs improvement, 2 �
proficient, and 3 � distinguished. The six experimental teachers
were rated as proficient in all domains (e.g., planning and prepa-
ration, classroom environment, instruction, and professional re-
sponsibilities). Four comparison teachers were considered profi-
cient, and one comparison teacher was rated as distinguished
across all domains. Combined and individual scores in the four
teacher evaluation domains were not significantly different by
condition (p � .05).

Students. Before the start of the investigation, students in
the fourth and fifth grades were randomly assigned to experi-
mental or control sections of social studies (individual-level
assignment); however, sixth-grade students were randomly as-
signed to conditions at the classroom level due to constraints in
block scheduling.

A total of 608 students were included in the analytic sample
(n � 184 fourth, n � 207 fifth, and n � 217 sixth graders).
Forty-nine percent were male and 51% were female. The majority
(72%) qualified for FRL, all were proficient speakers of English,
and primarily Caucasian (53%) and African American (41%). In
addition, 13% had an Individualized Education Program (IEP)
with annual reading and/or writing goals but received special
education services within core subject-specific classes.

Demographic and academic comparisons between groups.
In Table 1, we summarize demographic and pretest information for
the full sample and by condition. We computed chi-square analy-
ses (�2) to examine whether experimental and comparison condi-
tions were comparable at the start of the study. The experimental
condition had a significantly higher proportion (45.3% vs. 37.5%)
of African American students, �2(1, N � 608) � 3.86, p � .05, but
the proportion of students who identified as Hispanic and other
races1 was similar across conditions. In addition, although 10% of
the experimental condition had IEPs, a significantly higher pro-
portion (16%) of the comparison condition had IEPs, �2(1, N �
608) � 4.32, p � .05. Other demographic and academic differ-
ences between conditions were not statistically significant (p �
.05).

Instructional Overview

Instruction for students in both conditions centered on five,
1-week historical investigations. Each investigation contained a
central historical question; two conflicting primary sources; a
secondary source with background information; and a map, time-
line, photograph, or political cartoon. Teachers in both conditions

used the same five historical investigations across each grade
level; however, because of state standards and the district’s social
studies curriculum, historical topics and the order in which they
were presented were different for fourth- and fifth-grade class-
rooms, and sixth-grade classrooms (see Table 2).

All materials were designed to give participants developmen-
tally appropriate opportunities to engage in authentic historical
inquiry. To accomplish this objective, historical sources were
modified to maintain grade-appropriate readability levels (Flesch-
Kincaid ranged between 4.2–5.6) and averaged between 190 and
240 words. Evidence also suggests elementary learners know
considerably less about history than secondary learners (De La
Paz, Malkus, Monte-Sano, & Montanaro, 2011; VanSledright,
2002); therefore, we integrated historical timelines, more second-
ary source evidence, digital images, audio, and other video media
into each historical investigation to help build students’ background
knowledge. Last, each historical investigation was taught in 5 days
rather than 3 (see De La Paz & Wissinger, 2017; Monte-Sano,
Schleppegrell, Hughes, & Thomson, 2018; Wissinger & De La Paz,
2016), providing the 11 participating teachers more time to introduce
each topic, read and discuss historical sources, and write a response to
the historical question.

Experimental Instruction

PD. Teachers in the experimental condition participated in a
1-day (six hour) training session before the study began. The
training introduced them to our theoretical framework, the 5-day
lesson sequence, and the topic and materials for the first investi-
gation. Following this introduction, four half-day (3-hr) PD ses-
sions were used to introduce the remaining investigations, review
and discuss the process for fading support during instruction, as
well as to confer about how to debrief students’ progress during
the ongoing instruction. Experimental teachers were also provided
with (a) detailed guides to help them understand processes for
teaching historical reading and writing strategies as well as ac-
companying materials (e.g., graphic organizers, checklists, and
exemplary essays written by students in pilot studies [Wissinger,
Ciullo, & Shiring, 2018]), (b) PowerPoint presentations for each
historical investigation, and (c) posters that visually displayed
historical reading and writing strategies.

Instructional procedures. To align with the 5-day lesson
sequence, the experimental intervention targeted three compo-
nents—building background knowledge, historical reading and
writing strategy instruction, and instructional delivery—using the
cognitive apprenticeship model.

Building background knowledge. The first two days of each
investigation sequence were used to develop students’ background
knowledge. Major characters, events, and trends that occurred in
the United States during the time period were outlined to provide
a context for the historical question. Although the secondary
source document used to provide background information in each
document set was limited to between 210 and 250 words, the
lessons provided for each investigation contained a series of sup-
plemental teaching resources, including an introductory video,
historical photographs, and political cartoons. Teachers established
a sense of contextualization by situating historical events and

1 Asian, Middle Eastern, Indian.
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actions in each investigation within the context of time (i.e., when
documents were created), location, and long-term developments.

Historical reading and writing strategy instruction. The third
day was used to analyze the two primary sources in the document
set. To teach students critical knowledge dispositions for reading
across multiple sources of historical evidence, students were taught
a historical reading strategy. The reading strategy was referred to
as I3C and prompted students to (a) Identify the author’s stance,
(b) list 3 facts, ideas, or reasons supporting the author’s stance, and
(c) Check for limitations in the author’s argument by considering
reliability issues and problems related to drawing inferences from
perspectives in a single source. The latter part of I3C (Checking for
limitations) prompted students to engage in corroboration
(Wineburg, 1991), which meant they were to compare perspectives
across sources. The students then had to explore the actions and
intentions of historical authors in each source across other sources.
The I3C mnemonic was provided as a graphic organizer. Students
learned to simultaneously highlight important features in each text
(i.e., author’s stance, evidentiary support, and source reliability)

and to make notes on the graphic organizer as they read. This
process helped them identify and record limitations when devel-
oping rebuttals to other-side claims in their response to the histor-
ical question.

The final 2 days in each sequence were used to prepare and
construct a response to the historical question. Teachers empha-
sized the relationship between historical reading and writing strat-
egies; that is, students were taught that intertextual reading pro-
cesses were directly connected to how experts composed their
historical arguments. To help students transform critical informa-
tion collected during historical reading to their essays, they were
provided a text structure for writing historical arguments. The
PROVE IT! strategy provided information on text structure and
guided students to focus on procedural skills, prompting them to
(a) Provide background information by describing the historical
problem, (b) Report—or state—their interpretation, (c) Offer three
reasons by including evidence from the documents, (d) Voice the
other side’s interpretation, and (e) Establish a rebuttal. Students
then had to consider (f) Is the argument convincing. Finally, the

Table 1
Demographic and Pretest Information

Variable

Full sample (N � 608)
Control condition

(n � 299)
Experimental condition

(n � 309)

n % M SD n % M SD n % M SD

Grade
Fourth 184 30.3 88 29.4 96 31.1
Fifth 207 34.1 107 35.8 100 32.4
Sixth 217 35.7 104 34.8 113 36.6

Female 306 50.3 148 49.5 158 51.1
Free or reduced lunch 438 72.0 215 72.0 223 72.0
Non-White 287 47.2 132 44.2 155 50.2
Individualized education program 80 13.0 48 16.0 32 10.0
PSSA English language arts

Basic or below 327 53.8 167 55.9 160 51.8
Proficient 207 34.1 103 34.5 104 33.7
Advanced 74 12.2 29 9.7 45 14.6

Pretest scores
WIAT-III Essay compositiona 96.01 9.13 95.70 7.87 96.30 10.21
Social studies gradesb 3.24 0.32 3.27 0.25 3.21 0.41
Reading comprehension 11.20 2.98 11.30 3.04 11.07 2.93
Argumentative historical writing 4.40 0.79 4.45 0.73 4.35 0.83
Holistic quality 1.83 0.49 1.84 0.50 1.82 0.48
Essay length 96.89 37.89 96.20 36.02 97.72 39.67

Note. Non-White � African American, Hispanic, Middle Eastern, Asian or Indian students; PSSA � Pennsylvania State System of Assessments;
WIAT-III Essay composition � Wechsler Individual Achievement Test (3rd ed.) Essay composition subtest.
a Subtest scores reported as standardized scores. b Grades based on a 4-point scale where 4.0 � A, 3.0 � B, 2.0 � C, and 1.0 � D.

Table 2
Historical Investigation Topics by Grade

Investigation Grades 4 and 5 Grade 6

1 A teenage girl and her solo flight across Montana in 2013. A teenage girl and her solo flight across Montana in 2013.
2 The Johnstown, Pennsylvania flood of 1889. The decision to migrate to California or remain in Oklahoma in

the 1930s.
3 Traveling the Lusitania from New York to Liverpool during

World War I.
Truman’s atomic bomb decision in 1945.

4 Truman’s atomic bomb decision in 1945. John F. Kennedy’s 1963 re-election campaign.
5 Children’s participation in the civil rights marches in Birmingham,

Alabama in 1963.
Children’s participation in the civil rights marches in Birmingham,

Alabama in 1963.
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students were asked to (g) Total up what they know by adding a
sentence to conclude their essays.

The PROVE IT! strategy was presented in a second graphic
organizer that served as a visual guide for outlining a five-
paragraph argumentative essay. In Paragraph 1, students were
prompted to Provide a context (or to situate the response into the
larger historical picture) for their historical argument, which
helped them understand the genre was not persuasive writing but
rather something new. They learned that historical inquiry called
on them to develop an evidence-based interpretation to a historical
question. Next, our text structure prompted students to Report their
interpretation and Offer three reasons supporting their stance in
paragraph two; in doing so, they were to include specific refer-
ences to documents and/or cite historical actors (as opposed to
citing evidence as if it were their own; see Monte-Sano & De La
Paz, 2012).

In Paragraphs 3 and 4, students considered the importance in
being able to Voice the other-side’s stance and record evidence
from historical sources supporting other-side claims. Next, they
were taught to Establish explicit rebuttals to other-side claims,
using historically relevant refutations documented during histori-
cal reading (e.g., calling into question elements such as source
credibility, inconsistencies across sources, biased perspectives). In
the final column of the graphic organizer, students planned their
fifth paragraph by considering Is their position the most convinc-
ing (and if not, to revise and make it convincing) and concluded by
restating their initial stance to the historical question or revising it
to match their overall argument (Totaling up what they know).

Cognitive apprenticeship. To scaffold processes needed for
historical reading and writing, teachers learned to use a cognitive
apprenticeship form of instruction. As described above, in a cog-
nitive apprenticeship, experts model thinking processes and grad-
ually shift responsibility for completing tasks to the students
(Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989). We adopted a cognitive ap-
prenticeship approach because argumentative historical writing
requires the acquisition of background knowledge, specific dispo-
sitions for reading and analyzing historical evidence, and con-
structing an interpretation to a historical question.

The sequence for our cognitive apprenticeship model was based
on principles of strategy instruction (e.g., Self-Regulated Strategy
Development; Graham & Harris, 1996), with a gradual shift from
explicit teacher modeling and guided support to the development
of greater independence across the five historical investigations.
For example, in the first historical investigation, teachers modeled
how to use the reading strategy by working from an overhead
projector and deliberately talking through each step in I3C (con-
sidering the purpose for each element) as they annotated docu-
ments and recorded information in graphic organizers. Teachers
followed the same process to model how to use the PROVE IT!
strategy to plan and write a historical argument. Teachers and
students worked collaboratively in the second historical investiga-
tion, using I3C and PROVE IT! together as a whole class.

In the third historical investigation, teachers assigned students to
work in heterogeneous groups, teaching them to work collectively
to use reading strategies. A writing checklist was introduced to
help students monitor whether they included all elements in their
essays. Importantly, in the first three investigations, teachers pro-
vided students sample essays to illustrate how other learners (i.e.,
students in their grade-level) used PROVE IT! to craft a response

to the historical question. Several exemplary essays and those
judged to be poorly written were integrated into instruction to
gauge students’ understanding of critical elements of argumenta-
tive historical writing. Teachers used these essays to ask students
whether the writer had provided the reader with (a) a historical
context; (b) references to specific historical sources or authors
when citing evidentiary support for their stance; (c) opposing
views to the historical question and source evidence to support
these views; (d) historically relevant refutations to rebut other-side
claims; and (e) a final paragraph connecting their historical stance
and conclusions.

For the fourth and final investigations, teachers circulated
around the room and supported students as they read and wrote but
only used whole-class discussions to introduce historical content
and answer questions about the steps in I3C and PROVE IT!.
Students explored the last historical controversy without direct
help from teachers; however, teachers did not fade all scaffolds.
Students were prompted to use I3C and provided space in the
margins of each primary source document to make annotations.
Teachers gave students blank paper to plan their argumentative
essay, eliminating the text structure in the last investigation.

Comparison Instruction

Teachers in the comparison condition met with Daniel R.
Wissinger, the first author, before the study began to review the
primary sources and materials that would be used during instruc-
tion. He explained each historical investigation and answered
questions related to historical content; however, comparison teach-
ers did not receive explicit guidance related to instruction (i.e.,
how to teach the five, 5-day historical investigations).

Instructional procedures. Students in comparison class-
rooms were exposed to business-as-usual practices for teaching
background knowledge, general reading and writing strategies, and
a district-level instructional approach to teach the five historical
investigations. Per our agreement with the school district, the five
comparison teachers provided researchers access to lesson plans,
textbooks, and online supplemental materials for all 25 days of
comparison instruction. Using lesson plans provided by compari-
son teachers and district-level teaching materials and textbooks
(i.e., Appleby, Brinkley, Broussard, McPherson, & Ritchie, 2015;
Fountas & Templeton, 2014), we documented instructional prac-
tices among the five comparison teachers. In this section, compar-
ison instructional practices are organized and described in the
following order: building background knowledge, general reading
and writing strategy instruction, and district-level instructional
approaches.

Building background knowledge. Lesson materials indicated
the five comparison teachers used the first 2 days of the 5-day
historical investigations to develop students’ background knowl-
edge; that is, lessons showed teachers in fourth, fifth, and sixth
grade used secondary sources (e.g., historical cartoons, timelines,
and photographs) and video media to highlight major actors,
events, and trends that occurred during the time-period. The five
comparison teachers also spent between 15 and 20 min each week
targeting new vocabulary. They reviewed key words in the docu-
ments as well as high frequency words and terms common in each
historical investigation. Lessons indicated comparison teachers did
not attend to issues of contextualization such as when and where
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documents were created, differences and similarities between cur-
rent standards and those of the time period, and how differences
might have affected the actions of historical actors.

General reading and writing strategies. On Day 3 of each
historical investigation, the five comparison teachers used general
comprehension-monitoring strategies (see Alexander, 2005) to
read and analyze the two primary sources in each historical inves-
tigation. The four fourth- and fifth-grade teachers used a graphic
organizer with embedded prompts borrowed from the district’s
ELA textbook (Fountas & Templeton, 2014). Instruction empha-
sized identifying author claims and evidence, and documenting
author information, source, and date. The sixth-grade teacher used
a similar general approach (e.g., graphic organizer with embedded
prompts) borrowed from the district’s social studies textbook
(Appleby et al., 2015). Strategy questions asked students to con-
sider the document’s author, the claim being made, and evidence
to support the author’s claim. Because of the emphasis on active
reading in the Pennsylvania Core Standards (Pennsylvania Depart-
ment of Education [PDE], 2016), lessons showed all five compar-
ison teachers encouraged students to annotate documents by high-
lighting, underlining, and/or taking notes in the margins.

The reading strategy instruction in comparison classrooms fo-
cused on intratextual reading (Hartman, 1995), keyword vocabu-
lary (e.g., high frequency words, historical names, places, and
events), and comprehension-monitoring techniques to make sense
of each document as independent entities. There was no evidence
that comparison teachers addressed vocabulary specific to histor-
ical reading processes (e.g., contextualization, primary and sec-
ondary sources, perspectives, or interpretation) or the need to
cross-reference information in sources or attended to reliability
issues and problems of biases in the perspectives of historical
authors.

On Days 4 and 5 of each historical investigation, comparison
teachers used general writing strategies to help students construct
a response to the historical question. Grade 4 and 5 teachers used
a generic text structure that aligned with Pennsylvania Core Stan-
dards. The text structure prompted students to (a) make an opening
statement; (b) provide reasons supported by facts and details by
drawing from credible sources; (c) link opinion and reasons using
words, phrases, or clauses; (d) establish and maintain a formal
style; and (e) provide a concluding section related to the opinion
stated (PDE, 2016). The sixth-grade teacher provided her students
with a graphic organizer that outlined the process for writing a
response to the historical question in five steps (i.e., [a] make a
claim; [b] support your claim with three reasons/supporting de-
tails; [c] make at least one counterclaim; [d] provide facts or
examples to refute it; and [e] provide a concluding statement;
Snoqualmie Valley School District, n.d.). As with reading strate-
gies, because of district-level training and state standards in Penn-
sylvania, fourth- through sixth-grade students had been regularly
exposed to writing arguments and using clear reasons and relevant
evidence to support claims (PDE, 2016).

Finally, comparison fourth- and fifth-grade students were ex-
posed to a series of model historical essays from previous research
(De La Paz & Wissinger, 2017; Wissinger et al., 2018). Sixth
graders also received model essays, but the essays were provided
by the comparison teacher of record and reflected “exemplary”
responses to historical prompts (e.g., were the Puritans selfish or
selfless; what were the arguments for and against prohibition; who

was most responsible for the Homestead Strike in 1892?) crafted
by students in previous years.

Despite using some evidence-based practices for teaching writ-
ing (e.g., implementing a process approach to writing, teaching
about text structure, and providing good models of written text;
Graham, Harris, & Santangelo, 2015), none of the comparison
teachers targeted several elements central to writing historical
arguments. For example, although sixth-grade students were ex-
posed to instruction prompting them to provide appropriate back-
ground information, they were not taught to recognize that beliefs
and values of historical figures belong to a certain period or to
understand how these values and perspectives shape the actions
and writing of historical figures (i.e., contextualization). The need
to include background information and/or issues related to contex-
tualization were not mentioned at all in fourth- or fifth-grade
lesson plans. Second, lessons and materials in fourth- through
sixth-grade classrooms emphasized providing evidentiary support
for claims and citations in essays. However, students were not
taught to recognize text as the author’s point of view (i.e., per-
spective recognition) or to reconcile multiple authors’ perspectives
across the primary and secondary sources available in each histor-
ical investigation (i.e., corroboration). Although comparison teach-
ers spent instructional time teaching about counterclaims and
rebuttals in argumentative writing, they did not provide strategies
or specific historical rationale for rebuttals (e.g., reliability of the
author, bias, or inconsistencies across sources). In other words,
students were made aware of the need to address other-side claims
and rebuttals in their writing but were not taught how to construct
an effective rebuttal.

District-level instructional approaches. Evidence from com-
parison lessons showed that all five of the comparison teachers were
using the district’s instructional model, which was to “teach and
practice, assess, extend, and reteach.” Although this model shares
similarities with the cognitive apprenticeship approach, compari-
son teachers relied on whole group instruction to build students’
background knowledge, work through reading strategies, and write
on the final two days of each investigation. In addition, rather than
fading students’ reliance on reading and writing scaffolds, com-
parison teachers continued to use graphic organizers for reading
and writing throughout instruction. Fidelity of implementation
data and the presence and/or absence of lesson components across
the two conditions are described below.

Fidelity of Implementation

To ensure that instruction in the experimental condition was
implemented faithfully, we recruited four independent observers to
observe all the lessons in the experimental group. Prior to observ-
ing lessons, Daniel R. Wissinger developed a coding system for
the fidelity measure (borrowing from De La Paz et al., 2014,
2017). The measure was finalized after several rounds of indepen-
dent coding with Daniel R. Wissinger and four independent ob-
servers followed by discussion and modification of the measure.
During coder training, videotapes from a pilot study with sixth-
grade teachers were coded until agreement of codes reached 90%
or higher (Gwet, 2001; Vaughn et al., 2013). Disagreements in
coding were resolved through discussion and review of notes
recorded during observations.
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The fidelity measure used by observers rated the presence/
absence of instructional components (i.e., treatment fidelity; yes �
1, and no � 0) and the quality of implementation (i.e., overall
quality: disagree strongly, disagree, neutral, agree, or strongly
agree that instruction was being implemented as prescribed) for
four components specific to the intervention: (a) developing back-
ground knowledge, (b) I3C strategy instruction, (c) PROVE IT!
strategy instruction, and (d) instructional delivery using cognitive
apprenticeship processes, which included providing supports for
all learners (e.g., responding to questions, providing clarification,
and ongoing checks for understanding). Daniel R. Wissinger ran-
domly observed 60 lessons along with one of the four observers,
allowing us to calculate interrater reliability (IRR) for 40% of the
observations.

IRR was estimated by calculating intraclass correlations for the
coder ratings (based on the average ratings from 60 observations
by Daniel R. Wissinger, and the average of comparison ratings
performed by the independent observers of the same 60 lessons),
which averaged 0.93 across the lesson components (treatment
fidelity; range � 0.92–0.95). The overall quality of the lessons was
0.86 (range � 0.79–0.89), indicating that raters agreed and/or
strongly agreed that instruction was implemented as prescribed.
The means (with standard deviations in parentheses) were 97.31
for background knowledge (4.57); 89.27 for I3C strategy instruc-
tion (11.19); 90.69 for PROVE IT! strategy instruction (7.37); and
84.41 for cognitive apprenticeship processes (10.42), respectively.

We observed 30 randomly selected comparison lessons using
the same fidelity protocol as was used for the experimental con-
dition. In this section, we report similarities and differences across
the four components specific to the experimental intervention (e.g.,
developing background knowledge, historical reading [I3C] and
writing [PROVE IT!] strategy instruction, and cognitive appren-
ticeship processes). Table A.1 in the online supplemental materials
provides an overview of instructional components, similarities,
and differences between conditions. For example, the development
of background knowledge was observed in 96% of comparison
classrooms. Moreover, using traditional graphic organizers, com-
parison teachers evidenced a high percentage (84%) of the com-
ponents taught through I3C strategy instruction (e.g., identifying
author’s opinion, and supporting facts and reasons in primary
sources); however, not one of the 30 comparison lessons (0%)
featured intertextual reading or evaluations such as assessing the
reliability of historical authors, comparing evidence and perspec-
tives across documents, and cross-referencing sources. Altogether,
33% of I3C strategy instruction was present in comparison class-
rooms.

Fewer than one quarter of comparison teachers’ instruction
(23%) contained procedures outlined in PROVE IT! strategy in-
struction. The instances where instruction was similar involved
using evidence from historical sources to construct an argument
(observed in 90% of comparison classrooms) and teaching stu-
dents to make explicit citations in their writing (87%). There was
no evidence comparison teachers referenced historical context,
used historically relevant limitations in primary sources to make
refutations, or cross-referenced information in historical evidence
to check for inconsistencies. For the last element (e.g., cognitive
apprenticeship processes), we observed a high level (74%) of
similarity between comparison and experimental teachers. For
example, comparison teachers modeled procedures, offered oppor-

tunities for independent practice, and scaffolded instruction across
all five days of the historical investigations. However, comparison
teachers relied mostly on whole group instruction without oppor-
tunities to practice independently during historical investigations
four and five.

Observations of experimental and comparison classrooms showed
large differences for the implementation of I3C (M � 89% and
33%, respectively) and PROVE IT! strategy instruction (M � 91%
and 23%, respectively), with less notable differences between
experimental and comparison teachers for the development of
background knowledge (M � 97% and 96%, respectively) and
using cognitive apprenticeship processes (M � 84% and 74%,
respectively). Effect size (ES) for each of the four elements of
instruction was calculated using a formula from Lipsey and Wilson
(2001) to demonstrate the magnitude of difference between exper-
imental and comparison teachers’ instruction. Cohen’s d was 0.16
for background knowledge, 1.54 for I3C strategy instruction, 1.94
for PROVE IT! strategy instruction, and 0.34 for the use of a
cognitive apprenticeship approach to instruction.

Dependent Measures

We used four dependent measures to evaluate students’ learning
at posttest; one measure was used a second time at maintenance.
Three of the measures were used to examine students’ writing: an
argumentative historical writing rubric, a holistic writing quality
rubric, and essay length. Students’ argumentative historical writing
was assessed a second time 6-weeks after instruction ended. The
fourth measure was used to examine fact-based reading compre-
hension. Procedures for administering and scoring writing and
reading comprehension measures at pretest, posttest, and mainte-
nance are described below.

Pre- and Posttest Procedures

Writing. Before the start of the investigation, students were
given one week to read one set of primary and secondary source
documents and write a response to a historical question. The
pre-/posttest question was about America in the 1950s and asked,
“Was the characterization of American life depicted in Happy
Days a myth or reality for all Americans?” The topic was taken
from a sixth-grade social studies textbook (Bass, 1995) and fo-
cused on social, economic, and political events in America after
the Second World War.

Two parallel versions (Test A and Test B) were created to
counterbalance pre- and posttests. In each version, the background
information and historical question were the same, but each ver-
sion of the test contained two conflicting primary sources (i.e., one
document provided evidence the 1950s were happy and prosperous
for all Americans, and one document detailed social and political
problems common to many Americans during the decade). The
primary sources for Test A included (a) an excerpt from President
Eisenhower’s State of the Union Address in 1956 and (b) a letter
written by the President of Gimbel Brothers Department Store in
New York City about working conditions. Sources for Test B
included (a) President Truman’s Farewell Address to the American
people in 1953 and (b) an excerpt from an African American
journalist about living conditions in the inner city in 1955. The
sources were comparable in length (Test A � 890 words, and Test
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B � 910) and had similar Flesch-Kincaid readability levels (Test
A � 5.2, and Test B � 5.4). The week after instruction ended,
teachers administered the alternate versions of the test.

Historical questions and source documents in the pre-/post-
test had been used in previous research (De La Paz &
Wissinger, 2017; Wissinger & De La Paz, 2016), with the most
current version used in a pilot study (see Wissinger et al., 2018,
for reliability analysis). Bivariate correlations between the
WIAT-III, r(606) � 0.46, p � .001, and social studies grades,
r(606) � 0.56, p � .001, indicated the measure achieved a high
degree of criterion-related validity.

Reading comprehension. Students were asked to complete a
20-item, multiple-choice test to measure their ability to understand
factual-information in primary and secondary historical sources.
The reading comprehension test was administered, along with a
writing prompt, at pre- and posttest. Wissinger and colleagues
(2018) developed the multiple-choice test, which was aligned to
match students’ reading levels (Flesch-Kincaid � 5.1). The score
on the reading comprehension measure was the number correct out
of 20. Interitem reliability was established by piloting the test with
an independent group of 72 fourth through sixth graders. Reliabil-
ity using Cronbach’s alpha was 0.91. Criterion validity was estab-
lished through bivariate correlations with state ELA scores � 0.56
(p � .001), suggesting the assessment was indicative of students’
reading comprehension.

The reading comprehension measure was a nonequivalent de-
pendent measure used to establish the Shadish, Cook, and Camp-
bell (2002) coherent pattern-matching principal. Because we used
a multicomponent experimental intervention, there are several
plausible explanations for observed effects in students’ writing.
However, if the multicomponent experimental intervention is su-
perior to the business-as-usual approach used by comparison
teachers, there will be an effect on both reading and writing
dependent variables; however, if effects are only observed on
writing measures, we can infer that observed effects in students’
writing are not attributable to reading strategy instruction (Coryn
& Hobson, 2011; Shadish et al., 2002).

Maintenance

Six weeks after instruction ended, students were asked to write
a response to the question, “Could the attacks on the United States
of America on September 11th, 2001, have been prevented?”
Daniel R. Wissinger created two parallel versions to protect
against an instrumentation threat where changes in students’ writ-
ing might be attributed to the test or a bias toward certain students
(Mills & Gay, 2019), because the two document sets contained
multiple perspectives from different historical actors (i.e., gender
and ethnicity) involved in the events of September 11, 2001.

To produce a reliable and valid means of assessing students’
written historical arguments at maintenance, we used the following
procedures. First, we located 17 primary sources related to the
above question. After settling on six documents (three supporting
the claim and three supporting the counterclaim), we randomly
eliminated two documents. Next, we randomly divided the docu-
ments into two parallel versions of the maintenance test (Tests A
and B). The background information in both versions was the same
and included an excerpt from George W. Bush’s memoir, a his-
torical timeline, a cartoon created by Dr. Seuss following the

attacks on Pearl Harbor, and the historical question. The docu-
ments included testimony from key figures in the 9/11 Commis-
sion hearings (National Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon the
United States, 2004) with contrasting perspectives (e.g., Richard
Clarke, Condoleezza Rice, and Tim Roemer). The primary sources
were similar in length and shared comparable Flesch-Kincaid
readability levels (Test A � 5.3; Test B � 5.1).

Using the same 72 fourth through sixth graders who piloted the
reading comprehension measure, we administered both versions of
the maintenance probe on two separate occasions with a 28-day
interval between testing. All essays were scored by two indepen-
dent raters using the same procedures outlined below (see Scor-
ing). Test-retest reliabilities were calculated using bivariate corre-
lations and indicated the strength of association between scores at
time one and time two were strong, r(70) � 0.81, p � .001. A
second correlation between maintenance essays scores and results
from the WIAT-III were examined to assess concurrent validity.
The correlation coefficient was statistically significant, r(70) �
0.45, p � .001, indicating the maintenance test was significantly
related to a standardized measure of writing ability.

In the present study, we randomly assigned students to either
version of the maintenance test six weeks after the study ended.

Scoring

Writing. Each essay was typed into Microsoft Word before
scoring. Students’ papers were corrected for spelling, capitaliza-
tion, and basic punctuation errors to reduce the influence of
surface-level features, allowing evaluators to focus on content and
holistic writing performance (Graham, 1999; Harris, Graham, &
Adkins, 2015). Next, essays were scored for argumentative histor-
ical writing, holistic writing quality, and length.

We used an analytic rubric (see Table A.1 and Table A.2 in the
online supplemental materials) from previous research (Monte-
Sano & De La Paz, 2012; Wissinger & De La Paz, 2016) to
examine the extent to which students exhibited historical thinking
in their argumentative historical writing. Essays were scored on
substantiation, perspective recognition, contextualization, and re-
buttal using a three-point scale, for a total of 12 points. Daniel R.
Wissinger trained two upper elementary teachers, who were unfa-
miliar with the study, to use the rubric in two, 2-hr sessions.
During training, Daniel R. Wissinger discussed the historical back-
ground and primary source documents, shared benchmark essays
for each level on the rubric, and explained distinctions between
each level on the rubric. After the initial training session, one rater
received additional training and was considered the expert rater.
The expert rater then worked with the second rater to establish
reliability. The raters used the scoring rubric with sample papers
from writing produced during the five historical investigations
(IRR in training was 0.84). Following training, both raters inde-
pendently scored all 1,824 essays. IRR was 0.85, 0.89, 0.81, at
pretest, posttest, and maintenance (M � 0.85, Cohen’s kappa;
range � 0.82–0.91 across the four analytic components).

The holistic quality of students’ essays was measured using the
PSSA argumentative writing rubric (Pennsylvania Department of
Education Bureau of Assessment and Accountability, 2014). The
PSSA rubric examines claim, substantiation of argument, evi-
dence, organization, and conventions. Quality is based on a four-
point scale from 0 (below basic) to 4 (advanced). Daniel R.
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Wissinger trained two different naïve upper elementary teachers in
two, 2-hr sessions. After this session, one rater received additional
training and was considered the expert rater, and she worked with
the second rater to establish reliability (IRR in training was 0.89).
Both raters scored all 1,824 essays across pretest, posttest, and
maintenance. IRR was 0.87, 0.91, and 0.95, respectively (M �
0.91, Cohen’s kappa; range � 0.85–0.94 across the five dimen-
sions).

Essays were also scored on the total number of words written,
which included all words that represented a spoken word regard-
less of spelling. Essay length is a common measure in writing
intervention research because longer texts are often associated
with higher-quality scores (Bangert-Drowns, 1993; Morphy &
Graham, 2012). We used the word count tool in Microsoft Word to
determine the number of words in students’ essays. A graduate
assistant who was unfamiliar with the study completed reliability
checks. All 1,824 papers were checked for reliability. IRR was 1.0.

Reading comprehension. Two trained research assistants
blind to the study’s purpose scored the reading comprehension test,
and 100% of the tests were checked for reliability. IRR was 1.0.

Analytic Analyses

Following Raudenbush and Bryk (2002), we took a multilevel
approach to account for the nesting of students within class sec-
tions.2 We first ran unconditional models to determine whether a
significant proportion of variance in the outcomes could have been
attributable to class section-level factors. This step is used to
justify increased model complexity. We then proceeded to assess
the experimental effect, controlling for the pretest score, student
demographics, grade-level, services (i.e., FRL and IEP status) and
prior achievement at Level 1. The coefficient of interest is the
indicator of condition status at Level 2.

Level 1:

Posttestij � �0j � �1jpretestij � �2jfemaleij � �3jnonwhiteij

� �4jgrade5ij � �5jgrade6ij � �6jFRLij � �7jIEPij

� �8jELAproficientij � �9jELAadvancedij � eij

Level 2:

Posttest0j � �00 � �01Conditionj � u0j

The final combined model was used with each of the four
dependent measures as well as the four elements of argumentative
historical writing, with only the specific posttest and pretest chang-
ing between models. Finally, we examined heterogeneity in treat-
ment effects by adding interactions terms to the model. This
approach allowed us to explore whether experimental instruction
could have had differential effects on students which would have
been contingent on their academic background or the average
academic background of the class.

Results

At the bottom of Table 1, we display the summaries of all pretest
scores. The results of t tests revealed experimental and control
conditions had similar scores on reading and writing assessments
prior to instruction. The experimental condition had slightly lower
(and statistically nonsignificant at p � .05 level) argumentative

historical writing scores compared to the control condition prior to
instruction (4.35 vs. 4.45 in the control condition, p � .10). In
total, there were no significant differences between conditions on
pretest scores on the reading or writing outcomes of interest,
meaning that conditions were comparable before instruction began
with respect to students’ scores on argumentative historical writ-
ing, holistic writing quality, essay length, and reading comprehen-
sion.

Multilevel Models

We first fit fully unconditional models to examine the variability
between the classes in the three postintervention writing scores.
The intraclass correlation, which is the proportion of the total
variation in the dependent variable between classes, was 0.19 for
the argumentative historical writing score, 0.19 for the argumen-
tative historical writing score at maintenance, 0.12 for the holistic
writing quality, 0.01 for the essay length, and 0.10 for reading
comprehension. These results are comparable to those reported in
similar published historical reading and writing interventions and
indicate that a multilevel approach is needed to produce accurate
estimates of student learning outcomes. Because intercepts vary
significantly across class sections, we developed a multilevel
model to explain the variability within and between sections. We
fit a multilevel model, controlling for students’ demographic char-
acteristics, grade level, receipt of FRL, IEP status, and prior
achievement at Level 1. Condition (experimental vs. control in-
struction) was the Level 2 predictor of learning outcomes. For the
sake of simplicity, we present only the results of the fully condi-
tional model (see Table 3).

Research Question 1

Research Question 1 examined the effects of historical reading
and writing strategy instruction on fourth through sixth graders’
domain general skills (reading comprehension, holistic writing
quality, and essay length) immediately after instruction, and argu-
mentative historical writing both immediately and six weeks after
instruction. Table 3 presents fully conditional models for reading
comprehension, argumentative historical writing (at posttest and
maintenance), holistic writing quality, and essay length.

The reference group in the model is a White male in fourth
grade who did not receive FRL or have an IEP and who had basic
or below reading proficiency on the ELA portion of the PSSA.
Because the dependent variables are standardized, coefficients can
be interpreted as ES, which give a sense of the magnitude of the
findings. Cohen (1988) defined ESs as “small, d � 0.2,” “medium,
d � 0.5,” and “large, d � 0.8” (p. 25). The results in Table 3
indicate that experimental instruction had no effect on reading
comprehension, a small positive effect on essay length (ES �
0.25), and a moderate positive effect on holistic writing quality
(ES � 0.59) and argumentative historical writing scores at posttest
(ES � 0.67) and maintenance (ES � 0.71). These results represent

2 Because the class sections are nested within schools, we could also
have used a three-level model. The additional complexity, however, did not
appear warranted based on goodness-of-fit indices, and the results were
nearly identical to the preferred specification with two levels. Results are
available upon request.
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experimental effects after controlling for gender, racial and ethnic
background, and multiple measures of prior achievement.

Turning to the control variables in the model, we find moderate
to large effects associated with differences in students’ individual
learning characteristics as measured by the state-administered
ELA test. Students with advanced reading proficiency substan-
tially outscored students with basic and below reading proficiency,
with differences ranging from 0.18 SDs for essay length to 1.44
SDs on the measure of argumentative historical writing. Students
with proficient reading levels on the ELA test also outscored
students who earned basic and below levels of proficiency. Al-
though the magnitudes of the differences are smaller, they still
range from 0.23 SDs on essay length to 1.02 SDs on argumentative
historical writing. Conversely, we found no significant differences
for students with disabilities, once we controlled for reading pro-
ficiency level. In the following section, we explore whether the
experimental effect is moderated by students’ proficiency level.

To get a better sense of the ability of these models to predict the
outcomes, we calculated the proportion of variance explained. The
fully conditional models in Table 3 explain 0.89, 0.98, and 0.92 of
the between-classroom variance (0.17, 0.19, and 0.11 of the total
variance) for the writing measures impacted by the intervention
(argumentative historical writing at posttest and maintenance, and
holistic writing quality, respectively). Each of these numbers can
be interpreted as an estimate for r-squared associated with the full
models (which include student demographics and academic back-
ground as well as participation in the intervention) relative to the
unconditional models. When we explored the proportion of vari-
ance explained by the intervention alone, we found that the exper-
imental effect explained 0.58 of the between-class variance for the
measure of argumentative historical writing at posttest, 0.64 for

argumentative historical writing at maintenance, and 0.69 for
holistic writing quality (0.11, 0.12, and 0.09 of the total variance
in outcomes).

Table 4 shows the impact of the intervention on the subcompo-
nents of the argumentative historical writing outcome. The inter-
vention had a moderate positive effect on students’ scores in
substantiation (ES � 0.58), perspective (ES � 0.39), contextual-
ization (ES � 0.64), and rebuttal (ES � 0.48). These results
represent experimental effects after controlling for gender, racial
and ethnic background, and prior achievement.

Research Question 2

The second research question asked whether students with ad-
vanced, proficient, and basic or below reading proficiency and
students with disabilities demonstrated the same degree of learning
on the four dependent measures at posttest and an argumentative
historical writing probe at maintenance. Table 5 indicates that all
students benefitted from the intervention. However, students who
began with the highest levels of reading proficiency also showed
the most advanced argumentative historical writing at the end of
the intervention.

To examine whether the intervention had differential effects for
students with different reading proficiency levels or for students
with disabilities, we ran models in which we allowed the slope for
the dummy-coded variables for proficiency and IEP status to vary
and explored cross-level interactions between reading proficiency
level, IEP status, and assignment to the experimental condition.
The results suggest that the experimental effect on students’ argu-
mentative historical writing at posttest as well as maintenance was
slightly stronger for students who had proficient reading scores on

Table 3
Estimated Effects of Experimental Instruction on Dependent Measures

Variable

Reading
comprehension

Argumentative
historical writing Maintenance Holistic quality Essay length

� SE � SE � SE � SE � SE

Intercept 0.08 0.19 �1.13��� 0.01 �1.13��� 0.16 �0.91��� 0.17 �0.21 0.19
Condition 0.03 0.11 0.67��� 0.08 0.71��� 0.07 0.59��� 0.08 0.25�� 1.08

Pretest score 0.46��� 0.04 0.12��� 0.03 0.11��� 0.03 0.14��� 0.04 0.11� 0.04
Female �0.06 0.07 0.04 0.06 0.06 0.07 0.16� 0.07 �0.03 0.08
Non-White �0.09 0.08 0.02 0.07 �0.02 0.08 �0.08 0.08 0.13 0.10
Grade 5 0.23 0.14 0.14 0.11 0.22� 0.09 0.25� 0.10 �0.14 0.10
Grade 6 0.31 0.16 0.11 0.13 0.30� 0.12 0.05 0.13 �0.14 0.15
FRL �0.20 0.12 0.21 0.11 0.21 0.12 0.13 0.11 0.06 0.15
IEP �0.02 0.11 �0.02 0.10 0.07 0.10 0.01 0.13 �0.03 0.13
ELA proficient �0.05 0.09 1.02��� 0.08 0.82��� 0.09 0.77��� 0.09 0.23� 0.11
ELA advanced �0.08 0.14 1.44��� 0.12 1.08��� 0.13 0.95��� 0.13 0.18 0.15
Variance component

Intercept 0.05 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.00
Reliability

Intercept, B0 0.59 0.40 0.12 0.19 0.00
Goodness-of-fit

�2 log likelihood 1,548.39 1,416.79 1,500.86 1,566.30 1,741.58

Note. A White male in Grade 4 who did not receive free or reduced lunch (FRL), have an individualized education program (IEP), or meet reading
proficiency benchmarks on the English language arts (ELA) portion of the Pennsylvania State System of Assessments (PSSA) served as the reference group.
Female (1 � yes, 0 � no), Non-White (1 � yes, 0 � no), Grade 5 (1 � yes, 0 � no), Grade 6 (1 � yes, 0 � no), FRL (1 � yes, 0 � no), IEP (1 � yes,
0 � no), ELA proficient � earned proficient reading scores on the ELA portion of the PSSA (1 � yes, 0 � no), ELA advanced � earned advanced reading
scores on the ELA portion of the PSSA (1 � yes, 0 � no).
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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the ELA assessment. Specifically, although the effect size for
experimental students at the basic proficiency level is 0.61, the
interaction term suggests the effect size for proficient students is
0.68 (see Table 5). There was no evidence of a differential effect
for students with advanced reading levels or for students with
disabilities (p � .05). Finally, we also explored whether experi-
mental instruction had differential effects based on students’ writ-
ing ability, as measured by the WIAT-III, and found no significant
effects.

To test the possibility of differential effects based on the average
achievement level of the class, we calculated the proportion of
students with basic or below, proficient, or advanced reading
scores for each class and then examined a set of interaction terms
at the classroom level. We found no evidence that the experimental
effect for classes with greater proportions of lower-proficiency
students were any different from the experimental effects for
classes with greater proportions of higher-proficiency students.
Therefore, regardless of differences in achievement, on average,
all categories of student learners benefited from exposure to his-
torical reading and writing strategy instruction.

Discussion

Previous research has demonstrated the benefits of historical
reading and writing strategy instruction delivered through a cog-
nitive apprenticeship model for students in middle and high school
(De La Paz & Felton, 2010; De La Paz et al., 2014, 2017). To our
knowledge, this study is the first empirical effort to examine
whether students in fourth through sixth grade can also consider
historical context, develop an awareness of multiple authors’ per-
spectives, evaluate evidence in primary sources, and construct an
evidence-based interpretation about complex historical questions.

The results for our first research question indicated students who
participated in the experimental intervention did not differ in terms
of reading comprehension from those who participated in the
comparison condition (as predicted); however, experimental stu-
dents did benefit to a greater degree on all writing measures. The
ESs were small to moderate (ES � 0.25 for the length of students’
essays, ES � 0.59 on a measure of holistic writing quality, and
ES � 0.67 at posttest and ES � 0.71 at maintenance on argumen-
tative historical writing), after controlling for gender, racial and
ethnic backgrounds, and prior achievement measures. Moreover,
when examining the underlying elements of students’ argumenta-
tive historical writing, the intervention had a moderate positive
effect on their scores for substantiation (ES � 0.58), perspective
(ES � 0.39), contextualization (ES � 0.64), and rebuttal (ES �
0.48).

The results for our second research question indicated all stu-
dents benefitted from experimental instruction; posttest scores
show statistically significantly improvements from pretest scores
(p � .001). However, on average, students who began with the
highest levels of reading proficiency earned the highest scores on
all four dependent measures at the end of the intervention. Students
who scored in the advanced and proficient categories on the state
administered ELA test substantially outperformed students who
scored in the basic and below categories. Conversely, we found no
significant differences for students with disabilities once we con-
trolled for reading proficiency level, or for differences in students’
initial writing ability. Finally, we found no evidence the experi-
mental effect for classes with greater proportions of lower-
proficiency students were any different from the experimental
effect for classes with greater proportions of higher-proficiency
students.

Table 4
Estimated Effects of Experimental Instruction on Subcomponents of Argumentative Historical Writing

Variable

Substantiation Perspective Contextualization Rebuttal

� SE � SE � SE � SE

Intercept �0.99 0.18 �0.75 0.18 �0.97 0.17 �0.69 0.18
Condition 0.58��� 0.10 0.39��� 0.08 0.64��� 0.08 0.48��� 0.09

Pretest score 0.08� 0.03 0.06 0.04 0.06 0.03 0.07 0.04
Female 0.08 0.07 0.00 0.07 0.06 0.07 0.05 0.07
Non-White �0.06 0.08 0.10 0.09 �0.05 0.08 0.14 0.09
Grade 5 0.24 0.14 0.18 0.11 0.13 0.11 �0.07 0.14
Grade 6 0.16 0.15 0.18 0.14 0.02 0.13 0.09 0.15
FRL 0.15 0.12 0.07 0.13 0.22 0.12 0.03 0.13
IEP �0.08 0.10 �0.15 0.11 0.16 0.10 �0.05 0.11
ELA proficient 0.93��� 0.09 0.68��� 0.10 0.86��� 0.09 0.73��� 0.09
ELA advanced 1.11��� 0.13 0.93��� 0.14 1.47��� 0.13 1.23��� 0.14
Variance component

Intercept 0.01 0.05 0.02 0.03
Reliability

Intercept, B0 0.22 0.57 0.39 0.41
Goodness-of-fit

�2 log likelihood 1,499.83 1,621.24 1,494.89 1,592.63

Note. A White male in Grade 4 who did not receive free or reduced lunch (FRL), have an individualized education program (IEP), or meet reading
proficiency benchmarks on the English language arts (ELA) portion of the Pennsylvania State System of Assessments (PSSA) served as the reference group.
Female (1 � yes, 0 � no), Non-White (1 � yes, 0 � no), Grade 5 (1 � yes, 0 � no), Grade 6 (1 � yes, 0 � no), FRL (1 � yes, 0 � no), IEP (1 � yes,
0 � no), ELA proficient � earned proficient reading scores on the ELA portion of the PSSA (1 � yes, 0 � no), ELA advanced � earned advanced reading
scores on the ELA portion of the PSSA (1 � yes, 0 � no).
� p � .05. ��� p � .001.
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The findings of this study support our theoretical framework and
show academically diverse younger learners can work with histor-
ical evidence, grapple with contrasting facts and opinions, and
construct evidence-based historical arguments. These results are
interpreted in the context of our three main hypotheses.

Advantages of Using Discipline-Specific Forms
of Instruction

In this study, we hypothesized that providing discipline-specific
forms of strategy instruction, scaffolded through a cognitive ap-
prenticeship framework, would enhance students’ learning at post-
test and maintenance more than a business-as-usual form of in-
struction. As predicted, our findings were consistent with those
reported in other studies in which researchers provided explicit
strategy instruction and scaffolded learning to improve older stu-
dents’ writing in history classrooms (De La Paz et al., 2014, 2017;
Nokes et al., 2007; Reisman, 2012; Stoel et al., 2015, 2017). These
results have also been reported in studies of general writing strat-
egies where researchers used a cognitive apprenticeship approach
to instruction (e.g., De La Paz & Graham, 1997, 2002; Harris et al.,
2006).

Our results may be explained by instructional differences be-
tween conditions as evidenced by teacher observations and fidelity
data. For example, comparison teachers provided instructional
practices that have been reported as common in business-as-usual
social studies classrooms (e.g., building background knowledge,
reading and writing strategy instruction, and providing multiple

opportunities for practice; Nokes, 2010, 2014; Stoel et al., 2015,
2017); however, they did not use lesson components specific to the
discipline of history, which were embedded within I3C and
PROVE IT! strategy instruction. This emphasis—targeting authentic
historical processes used by experts; questioning and weighing evi-
dence in historical sources; interrogating authors to understand how
their views shaped the sources they have created; corroborating facts
and evidence from one text to the next; forming an interpretation and
conveying these interpretations into an evidence-based argument—
resulted in superior writing performance for experimental fourth-
through sixth-graders. These findings are important because integrat-
ing discipline-specific strategy instruction into classroom practice is
connected to modern standards in the C3 Framework and expectations
in social studies instruction (National Council for the Social Studies,
2013).

Domain-General and Domain-Specific
Learning Outcomes

We predicted students in both experimental and comparison
conditions would perform equally on three domain general mea-
sures (reading comprehension, holistic writing quality, and essay
length). Our rationale for this prediction was due to the fact
teachers in both conditions spent time building students’ back-
ground knowledge, explored the same five historical controversies,
were provided the same amount of time for instruction, and im-
plemented cognitive tools to scaffold learning processes. Our
hypothesis was partially confirmed as students’ reading compre-
hension was comparable across conditions. These results have
been reported in similar work in the social studies domain where
comparison conditions included meaningful instruction with pri-
mary and secondary source documents (Wanzek et al., 2015;
Wissinger & De La Paz, 2016).

Our findings for essay length and holistic writing quality were
unexpected; however, they are consistent with results from similar
curriculum interventions (De La Paz et al., 2014, 2017, for essay
length, and De La Paz & Wissinger, 2017, for both essay length
and holistic writing quality; see also Wanzek et al., 2015). More-
over, as noted by Wissinger & De La Paz (2016), moderate to large
effects for rebuttal, substantiation, and contextualization seemed to
explain why experimental students’ essays were longer and con-
sidered holistically stronger than control students’ essays. In short,
raters’ evaluations seemed to increase when students integrated
background information and historical evidence in their introduc-
tory paragraph (contextualization), identified and elaborated upon
facts from primary sources supporting their stance to the historical
question (substantiation), and provided an explicit rebuttal and
evaluation of other-side claims (rebuttal) as they concluded their
writing (see Table A.1 and Table A.2 in the online supplemental
materials).

Last, based on prior research with culturally and academically
diverse older students in history (De La Paz, 2005; De La Paz et
al., 2017) and social studies (Vaughn et al., 2013; Wanzek et al.,
2015), we predicted proficient and advanced readers would benefit
more than those who did not meet annual reading proficiency
benchmarks on state-administered assessments (basic and below
readers), and students with disabilities, from experimental instruc-
tion. However, we also predicted that all types of readers would
demonstrate learning on our writing-dependent measures after

Table 5
Interactions for the Estimated Effects of Experimental
Instruction on Argumentative Historical Writing

Argumentative
historical writing Maintenance

Variable � SE � SE

Intercept �1.07 0.16 �1.07 0.16
Condition 0.58��� 0.09 0.61��� 0.09

Pretest score 0.12��� 0.03 0.11��� 0.03
Female 0.03 0.06 0.05 0.07
Non-White 0.02 0.07 �0.01 0.08
Grade 5 0.14 0.10 0.20� 0.09
Grade 6 0.09 0.13 0.28� 0.12
FRL 0.21 0.11 0.21 0.12
IEP �0.03 0.10 0.07 0.10
ELA proficient 0.90��� 0.10 0.68��� 0.12
ELA advanced 1.46��� 0.12 1.10��� 0.13
Interaction
Condition � Proficient 0.25 0.13 0.29� 0.15
Goodness-of-fit

�2 log likelihood 1,415.54 1,498.80

Note. A White male in Grade 4 who did not receive free or reduced lunch
(FRL), have an individualized education program (IEP), or meet reading
proficiency benchmarks on the English language arts (ELA) portion of the
Pennsylvania State System of Assessments (PSSA) served as the reference
group. Female (1 � yes, 0 � no), Non-White (1 � yes, 0 � no), Grade 5
(1 � yes, 0 � no), Grade 6 (1 � yes, 0 � no), FRL (1 � yes, 0 � no), IEP
(1 � yes, 0 � no), ELA proficient � earned proficient reading scores on
the ELA portion of the PSSA (1 � yes, 0 � no), ELA advanced � earned
advanced reading scores on the ELA portion of the PSSA (1 � yes, 0 �
no).
� p � .05. ��� p � .001.
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controlling for incoming learning differences on preassessment
measures. This hypothesis was confirmed, suggesting our results,
on average, are consistent with similar empirical research on the
benefits of discipline-specific forms of instruction for all types of
learners. At the same time, our findings counter what some re-
searchers have predicted will occur when academically diverse
students—including those with disabilities—engage in instruction
that targets discipline-specific literacy (Faggella-Luby, Graner,
Deshler, & Drew, 2012). Thus, this study demonstrates that with
appropriate supports, academically diverse students in fourth
through sixth grade can reason with primary source documents and
write evidence-based historical arguments.

Limitations

The present study has some limitations that must be considered
while interpreting the results. First, random assignment of students
was not consistent across each grade level, due to scheduling
barriers. Fourth- and fifth-grade students were randomly assigned
to conditions at the student level; however, sixth-grade students
were randomly assigned at the classroom level. Moreover, al-
though historical topics were largely the same, some of the mate-
rials and historical topics differed across grade levels because of
state standards and district-level curricular expectations. There-
fore, to rule out possible confounds due to differences in random-
ization scheme and materials, we ran a new set of analyses to
compare effect sizes (comparing fourth- and fifth-grade students’
argumentative historical writing and subcomponents to those of
sixth-grade students) as a check on the possibility that our design
affected the results. Although experimental effects are larger for
sixth grade, they are both positive and significant in all cases.3

Moreover, these differences are consistent with broader patterns of
progression in historical understanding that occur as students get
older (Lee & Ashby, 2000; Seixas & Morton, 2013).

Second, although teachers in the comparison group met with Dan-
iel R. Wissinger and had opportunities to review each historical
investigation prior to teaching the content, they did not participate in
the same type of PD as those in the experimental condition. Some
might argue that it is possible that experimental effects might partially
be attributed to the fact that experimental teachers were better pre-
pared and more motivated to teach strategies critical to writing about
history as measured at posttest and maintenance. We believe, how-
ever, that this criticism is unwarranted. The primary purpose of
this study was to compare reading and writing strategies used with
primary and secondary documents delivered through a cognitive
apprenticeship model of instruction to a business-as-usual ap-
proach commonly used in social studies. Although the experimen-
tal teachers were exposed to 18 hours of PD to prepare them for the
new form of instruction, the level of training was considerably less
in the current study than in similar studies (De La Paz et al., 2014,
2017). In addition, to ensure comparison teachers felt connected as
well as engaged, Daniel R. Wissinger met with all five before the
start of the study and at the beginning of each historical investi-
gation to review content and address questions.

Third, we were not able to collect feedback from teachers or
students about the materials or lessons. Doing so might have
allowed us to report on users’ beliefs about the benefits and
limitations in our instruction. These types of data should be col-
lected in the future to provide a broader perspective of the feasi-

bility and acceptability of this type of reading and writing instruc-
tion and its delivery through a cognitive apprenticeship model.

Future Directions

The limitations and conclusions of this study suggest several
potentially productive directions for future research. First, we plan
to investigate whether teaching students reading, thinking, and
writing skills such as those in the present investigation may serve
as foundational skills for learning more challenging concepts as-
sociated with the study of history (e.g., being able to compare and
contrast the opportunities and challenges faced by specific groups
of people during different historical time periods). This type of
learning is typically relevant during later years of schooling. For
instance, educational researchers in the United Kingdom (Lee,
2005; Lee & Ashby, 2000), Canada (Seixas & Morton, 2013), the
Netherlands (van Drie & van Boxtel, 2008), and the United States
(VanSledright, 2002) have identified metaconcepts or second-
order concepts that are vital for students to understand to engage
in sophisticated historical reading, thinking, and writing. In par-
ticular, evidence, accounts, traces, significance, and perspective
carry specialized meanings in history. A correct understanding of
and fluency with these concepts are foundational in historical
inquiry and provide a natural extension to systematic efforts to
study students’ argumentative historical writing.

In addition, we attempted to include instruments that had been
validated in prior research (Monte-Sano, 2008; Monte-Sano & De
La Paz, 2012; PDE, 2015). However, more must be done to
develop assessments that efficiently and reliably measure students’
historical reading, thinking, and writing. Continued investigation
of the instruments and rubrics designed by Smith and Breakstone
(2015), VanSledright (2014), and Seixas, Gibson, and Ercikan
(2015) in a variety of educational contexts are needed. Reliable,
valid, and practical assessments of students’ epistemologies and
metaconceptual understandings are necessary to help teachers di-
agnose the causes for students’ challenges around argumentative
historical writing. As the goals of history education have changed
to include nurturing argumentative historical writing, new
research-based and field-tested assessments are required (Ercikan
& Seixas, 2015; VanSledright, 2014). By extension, given our
understanding of how concepts related to time, consciousness, and
a sense of history are shaped by age and experience (e.g., Barton
& Levstik, 1996; Ercikan & Seixas, 2015; Lee & Ashby, 2000),
more work is needed to better understand developmental and
cognitive factors influencing historical learning and how these
competencies can be systematically captured and compared among
elementary, middle, and high school learners.

Finally, the current study used a multicomponent approach to
influence domain-general and discipline-specific outcomes, which
resulted in inadequate effect attribution (Komro, Flay, Biglan, &
Wagenaar, 2016). In part, the design and use of a nonequivalent
dependent measure allowed us to eliminate the plausibility of some
alternative explanations for the effect on students’ writing; how-
ever, future work might consider the effects of specific elements of
similar multicomponent interventions separately. For example, a
study might compare students who receive (a) historical reading

3 Additional tables showing estimates of these effects are available upon
request.
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strategy instruction and business-as-usual writing strategies, (b)
business-as-usual reading strategies and historical writing strategy
instruction, (c) business-as-usual strategies, across reading and
writing activities, and (d) combined historical reading and writing
strategy instruction.

Implications for Practice

Much writing research to date has focused on argumentative
writing. On the one hand, researchers have found that teachers do
not typically assign this type of writing (Applebee & Langer,
2006), perhaps in part because some adults struggle in their ability
to articulate rules governing argumentative communication (Kuhn
& Udell, 2007). On the other hand, some studies suggest teachers
foster students’ argumentative writing skills when they help stu-
dents understand the cognitive tasks and the social (or disciplinary)
context associated with argumentation (Newell, Beach, Smith, &
VanDerHeide, 2011). Thus, we urge teachers to provide instruc-
tion that helps students understand how arguments vary across
disciplines. Engle and Conant (2002) described productive disci-
plinary engagement that obliges students to take on authentic,
intellectual problems, to be given the space, agency, authority, and
ownership of ideas necessary to construct original solutions, to be
held accountable to disciplinary norms through peer review, and to
be supported with the necessary resources, such as time, evidence,
scaffolding, and outlets for their work. In social studies classes,
such instruction must include opportunities to engage in authentic
writing for history-focused tasks.

However, practice alone in writing about history is insufficient.
Argumentative historical writing presents challenges for novices
and is contingent upon the writer’s understanding of the nature of
history as a discipline (De La Paz et al., 2014, 2017; Monte-Sano,
2010; Nokes et al., 2007; Stoel et al., 2015, 2017). For young
learners, understanding that history is not simply what happened,
but that there is a need for argumentation in history is, by itself, an
improved epistemological stance (Nokes & De La Paz, 2018).
Students need guidance learning how to formulate a compelling
argument in terms of text structure and understanding historical
context. Fortunately, studies such as this one provides guidance for
teaching students as young as fourth through sixth grade to under-
stand the value and role of historical evidence as well as how to
think critically about it.
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