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Modeling, arguing, and explaining 
as core activities in science

Mapping My Journey

2009

2015

2017

Reading, writing, and 
making change with texts 
created for a range of
purposes and audiences

Engaging students, developing 
critical thinking, and constructing 
knowledge with primary sources



Overview

(1) How might teachers and their students use primary 
sources and students’ questions to spark multiple/ 
parallel inquiry trajectories?

(2) How might teachers and students together make use of 
discipline-specific tools and traditions (i.e., sciences, 
engineering, history, civics, visual arts) to deepen and 
respond to those inquiries?

(3) How might teachers and their students connect classroom 
learning to taking informed action in the broader 
community?  
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1889

1901 1895

Hollerith machine and 
U.S. Census
• Observe
• Reflect
• Question

between 
1915 
and 

1923
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What are some benefits of analyzing primary sources 
with the LOC’s Primary Source Analysis Tool or with a 
See-Think-Wonder Routine?

Thinking with and about Thinking Routines
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Primary Source Analysis Tool or See-Think-Wonder Routine can 
help learners:
• surface relevant prior knowledge and make connections 
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Primary Source Analysis Tool or See-Think-Wonder Routine can 
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Primary Source Analysis Tool or See-Think-Wonder Routine can 
help learners:
• surface relevant prior knowledge and make connections 
• identify gaps in our current understanding and questions 

that motivate further investigations
• recognize which of their ideas are observations that they 

might all agree on versus inferences, which they may not 
agree on and may need to reconcile in some way

Problematizing

Thinking with and about Thinking Routines

Sparking Inquiries Sustaining Inquiries Taking Informed Action

(Ballenger, 2004; Engle & Conant, 2002; Phillips, Watkins, & Hammer, 2018)



Can you imagine any potential downside to a scaffold 
like the Primary Source Analysis Tool or a See-Think-
Wonder Routine (or even DBQ)?

Thinking with and about Thinking Routines
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In what ways might a tool be (mis)used?
What are the consequences?

Tools and Their Uses
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Classroom tools and routines can help learners make 
connections, as well as surface gaps in understanding and 
inferences that there may be disagreement about that 
can spark further inquiry.

This problematizing is a powerful lever of inquiry. 

A classroom tool and routine is a means to an end—and 
should fade as it is no longer needed.

Key Takeaways
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c1919

World War I, Veterans,
and Prosthetic Limbs
• What questions might students 

pursue with any of these items?
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c1919

World War I, Veterans,
and Prosthetic Limbs
• Compare questions generated by your group. 
• Group your questions based on similarities.
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Consider time, 
place, audience, 
and purpose.

What do you notice? 
Wonder?
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Consider light, shadow, 
and shading.

What do you notice? 
Wonder?
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Consider structure
and function.

What do you notice? 
Wonder?
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Inquiring into the 
lives of soldiers 
during World War I 
using primary 
sources, question 
prompts, and 
Socratic seminar 
discussions

Designing 
prosthetic limbs 
by applying 
knowledge 
about human 
body structures 
and their 
functions



What About Water?
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“Historically, instructional efforts in literacy have focused on highly 
generalizable skills and abilities, such as decoding, fluency, and basic 
comprehension strategies that can be applied to most texts and 
reading circumstances across the content areas. This is reasonable 
with younger children, but it becomes increasingly problematic as 
students advance through the grades because many literacy skills and 
texts are highly specialized and require actions that are relatively 
unique...More recent treatments and the data from this study 
suggest that as students move through school, reading and writing 
instruction should become increasingly disciplinary, reinforcing and 
supporting student performance with the kinds of texts and 
interpretive standards that are needed in the various disciplines or 
subjects” (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008, pp. 56-57).

Disciplinary Literacies
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Consider “argumentation,” “text,” “observation and 
inference,” “cause and effect,” or “stability and change”: 
These terms may show up across disciplines and invite us to 
reflect on similarities among disciplines.

Despite these shared core building blocks there are some 
differences in these disciplines in terms of what kinds of 
questions get asked or what kinds of evidence are valued.

Our work in school can be to introduce learners over time to 
the tools and traditions of problem-solvers who have come 
before them—and support them in transforming these tools.

Key Takeaways
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2018 Philadelphia Writing Project 
Invitational Summer Institute on Writing and Literacy
tinyurl.com/philwp2018
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“The class capped off their year-long expedition with a city-
wide art project, painting four murals across the city.”



Sets of historical/cultural/social ideas, practices, and 
tools allow us to solve problems, to do new things in our 
present, to imagine new futures. 

Community partnerships can be central to planning 
opportunities for students to imagine and take informed 
action.

What happens when we only present stories of oppression 
and injustice? Do we risk leaving students feeling hopeless? 

Key Takeaways
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Sets of historical/cultural/social ideas, practices, and 
tools allow us to solve problems, to do new things in our 
present, to imagine new futures. 

Community partnerships can be central to planning 
opportunities for students to imagine and take informed 
action.

What happens when we only present stories of oppression 
and injustice? Do we risk leaving students feeling hopeless? 

Key Takeaways
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Current Inquiry for 
Philadelphia Writing Project



Summary
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Classroom Routines 
for Surfacing Ideas 
and Connections

Disciplinary Tools and 
Traditions That Support 

Inquiries and Problem Solving

Building on Understanding of 
Past to Imagine and 

Construct Community

Treating classroom tools 
as ends rather than 

means

Treating disciplinary tools 
as ends rather than 

means

Treating understanding of 
history as ends rather than 

means

ßPotential
Pitfalls



Consider the sets of primary sources related to the 
U.S. Census and to World War I and Veterans.

What kinds of informed action do you imagine young 
people might engage in as part of a unit with these 
items?

(Also consider how you might create space for young 
people to make decisions themselves about what 
kinds of action they might take.)

More Ideas for Taking Informed Action
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tinyurl.com/tpserc2019
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