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Putting  All  the  Pieces  Together:      
Developing,  Maintaining,  &  Thriving  with    

Comprehensive  &  Balanced  Literacy  Practices  

 

Laura Benson                                                                                                                                                                                
lbenson@iss.edu ~ LBopenbook@aol.com                                                                                                                                        

Children  need  to  experience  joy  and  delight  as  a  result  of  the  reading  experience.                                                                                                                                              
Michael  Opitz  &  Michael  Ford  (2001),  Reaching  Readers:    Flexible  &  Innovative  Strategies  for  Guided  Reading  

We  learn  to  read  by  reading…so  all  reading  instruction  must  be  conducted                                                                                                                                  
within  the  process  of  authentic  reading  situations.                    Frank  Smith  

As  a  literacy  teacher,  I  see  myself  as  a  tour  guide…helping  students  develop  their  thinking  skills,  fanning  
their  motivation  to  read  and  write,  and  finding  their  own  paths…Laura  Benson,  1996  

Wonders 
“I  wonder…  

“I  am  curious  about…” 

Strikes 
“This  is  very  important  because…”  

“I  am  fascinated  by…”  
“Wow,  I  never  thought  about/I  always  think  that…” 
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Comprehensive Table of Contents 
 

Putting It All The Pieces Together:                                                                  

 Developing, Maintaining, & Thriving with Comprehensive & Balanced Literacy Practices 

A Year of Reading 

A Year of Readers’ Workshop 

A Year of Writing 

Books in Their Hands 

Conferring By Connecting:  Conference Rituals & Records 

Appendix:  Professional Bibliography & Resources 

*For Professional Study & Collaborations:  Please reference these documents in the literacy Padlets I 

have created for you. 

To keep our studies practical and relevant to participants’ work, please 
bring the following to our workshop: 

 

1)  Your laptop loaded with your handouts and other resources you 
will need to support your own lesson planning and unit planning.  A 
flash drive/ memory stick is also recommended so that we can share 
additional resources with one another, especially those we create 
during our studies.   

2)   1 – 3 student reading books/texts (texts your students will read on 
their own or in a guided reading collaborative). 

3)   1 – 3 student writing samples (from the same student or a few of 
your students).   
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Putting All the Pieces Together:                                                                                                                         
Creating and Deepening Balanced Literacy Learning and Teaching Rituals and Routines                            

to Support Each Child’s Reading and Writing Growth 

 

Good teaching, effective teaching, is adaptive teaching.  Richard Allington (2009) 

Orchestrate balanced literacy practices for the wonderful continuum of students living in your 
own classrooms, we will study and problem solve the questions which so often compass our 
literacy instruction: 

v   How do I fit it all in?  How can I best manage all the balanced literacy components? 
 

v   I know I should be modeling literacy for my students but what does that really mean? 
 

v   What should I be teaching my students? 
 

v   How can I adapt my teaching to (really) differentiate learning for my class? 
 

v   How can I employ flexible grouping practices (and still have a life)? 
 

v   How can I turn kids onto texts as readers and writers? 
 

 
Thus, from our collaborative study, my intentions for all of us are to deepen understanding of: 

v   Orchestrating research-based balanced literacy experiences to nurture a whole class of 
students’ growth and each child’s reading and writing strategies and skills; 

v   Creating demonstrations and collaborative practice to lead students to greater 
independence as readers and writers;  

v   Developing flexible grouping practices; 
v   Integrating reading and writing units of study: 
v   Utilizing a wide variety of fiction, nonfiction, and poetry to marinate and strengthen 

students’ literacy; and 
v   Monitoring each child’s progress including using student data to make edifying 

teaching decisions.  
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How do I fit it all in?  
How can I best manage 
all the balanced literacy 

components?  

    
 
 

When we follow routines day after day, our students can use 
their energy to grow as readers and learners rather than to 

figure out what we expect them to do. And we in turn, can focus 
our energy on teaching, not managing, our independent 

learners. 
 

Kathy Collins in The Daily 5 by Gail Boushey & Joan Moser 
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Putting  All  the  Pieces  Together  
 

Be kind to yourself.  
•   Be yourself.  You can’t be or should not try to be your favorite guru.  Be the best version of 

yourself.  Make the ideas you learn from scholars and mentors your own and trust your instincts 
to innovate so that your teaching is a responsive fit for your students. 

•   Study and strengthen one puzzle piece at a time.  Aim for progress not perfection of this part of 
your professional practice.  Give yourself time to grow.  And remember that a new skill will feel 
uncomfortable before it feels comfortable.     

 

Relationships matter most. 
•   Relationships are always at the heart of my teaching.  Building and maintaining trust and 

connections with my students, their parents, and my colleagues are paramount.  This includes 
knowing my students deeply as individuals.  Thus, I orchestrate my teaching so that I can know 
my students well.   

•   Reach out to colleagues – near and far – so that you never feel that you are alone in your teaching 
work and can problem solve, plan, and celebrate your work often. 

 

Develop a schedule of rituals and routines which 
creates rich opportunities for lingering. 

 

Create a classroom setting which supports vivid 
modeling, exhilarating collaborative practice, and 
edifying independent work. 

§   Establish a comfortable whole group gathering place for focus lessons, modeling, and talking 
circles.  Cluster desks/tables so students can easily engage in collaborative learning.  Designate 
special spaces for small group learning.   

§   Develop a library-writers’ studio-family room feel to your classroom with students.  Encourage 
them to help you organize books, personalize their desks/work areas, and post their work as the 
primary artwork and exemplars (for example).   

§   Help students organize their independent reading/writing with folders, flash drives, etc. 
warehoused in magazine holders, baskets, back of seat pockets, etc.  Determine a seamless way to 
distribute students’ resources. 

§   Develop a few norms/expectations with students (i.e. Read/Write for the entire time; let your 
body show that you are working hard; cross out, don’t erase; honor conferences/small groups) 

  
Focus nurtures focus. 

•   Identify a relevant and juicy learning focus for your class to study over a long period of time 
Infuse this goal into every/most learning settings. Differentiate students’ learning of this goal in 
their independent reading practice, conference learning, and small group instruction. 
 

Think small to live big. 
•   Give yourself permission to have some shorter conferences and small groups.  
•   Use short and spirited texts for modeling, small groups, and as students’ independent literacy 

texts (poems, captions, paragraph, first pages, newspaper clips, magazine articles, etc.).   
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How Literacy Is Taught at Our School 

Because  we  believe  students  learn  best  in  an  apprenticeship,  we  employ  balanced  literacy  teaching  
practices.    This  means  that  we  mentor  our  students  by  frequently  modeling,  demonstrating,  and  
practicing  literacy  skills  and  strategies  with  them.    Paramount  to  their  academic  achievement,  our  
students  also  engage  in  daily  literacy  practice  with  our  continuous  feedback  and  guidance.    The  following  
graphic  helps  to  capture  our  teaching  rituals  and  routines.  

Comprehensive Literacy Learning & Teaching   

READERS’  WORKSHOP  

*phonics;  vocabulary;  fluency;  grammar;  
comprehension  

WRITERS’  WORKSHOP  

*spelling;  writing  process  (such  as  drafting,  revising,  
editing,  etc.);  grammar;  vocabulary;  fluency  

INDEPENDENT  Reading   INDEPENDENT  Writing  

MENTORING:  

+    Modeling  &  Demonstrating  Reading  

by  Teacher(s)  &  Peers  

+    Read  Alouds  

MENTORING:  

+    Modeling  &  Demonstrating  Writing  

by  Teacher(s)  &  Peers  

+    Read  Alouds  

COLLABORATIVES  &  SUPPORTS  

+    Shared  Reading  

+    Guided  Reading  

+    Teacher-‐‑Student  Conferences  

+    Peer  Conferences  

+    Partner/Buddy  Reading  

+    Book  Clubs/Literature  Circles  

COLLABORATIVES  &  SUPPORTS  

+    Shared  Writing  

+    Guided  Writing  

+    Teacher-‐‑Student  Conferences    

+    Peer  Conferences  

+Partner/Co-‐‑Authoring  

+    Word  Work/Study  

Teachers  and  students  engage  in  ongoing  assessment  and  evaluation  to  monitor  and  determine  
each  child’s  individual  progress  as  reader,  writers,  and  learner.  

To  develop  responsive  and  rigorous  apprenticeships  for  and  with  our  students,  we  must  know  each  child  
as  an  individual  reader,  writer,  and  learner.    Accordingly,  we  monitor  your  child’s  literacy  growth  
continuously  and  thoroughly  by  assessing  him/her  with  multiple  tools  and  data  sources.    We  further  
evaluate  our  students’  literacy  learning  by  utilizing  developmental  continuums  which  outline  the  ten  stages  
of  reading  and  writing  development  as  well  as  the  key  indicators  or  behaviors  of  reading  and  writing  
acquisition  for  each  stage  of  development.    By  understanding  where  each  child  is  developmentally,  we  
can  customize  instruction  for  all  our  students  so  that  their  literacy  learning  is  relevant  and  powerful.      
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Writers’ Workshop 
© L.Benson 

 

 

Focus Lesson 
 

Alternative names:  mini-lessons, Community Meeting, or Think Tanks 
Who:  Most often, this is a whole group learning gathering. 
Why:  To offer students essential modeling and demonstrations of a procedure, strategy, or genre skill;  
Often includes collaborative practice of focus strategy/topic so that students gain insights and confidence about why 
and how to utilize the focus in their own writing (These may include “sharing the pen.”) 
When:  5 – 12 minutes for primary/infant students and 5 – 22 minutes for intermediate/junior students; 3 – 5 times weekly 

 
 

Independent Writing 
Who:  All students 
Why:  Students will improve in writing in direct measure to the time they engage in their own solo writing.  When:  
Daily – the largest amount of your writers’ workshop time should be devoted to students’ 
independent writing [For example, 10 – 20+ minutes in the primary/infant grades and 20 – 40 minutes in the 
intermediate/junior grades.] 
 

How/Support Systems: 
 

Conferences 
Additionally, as all students write the teacher can meet 
with students individually in conferences to provide 
additional instruction and encouragement and to 
evaluate student’s and students’ growth by taking 
monitoring notes (Very important!). 

Writing Clinics/Small Group Writing 
Alternative names:  Guided Writing, Collaborative 
Writing Groups, or Invitation Groups 
Purpose: Provides critical collaborative practice often 
at students’ instructional level and always to engage 
students in authentic practice and foster love for the 
process of writing and confidence as writers. 

 

 

Talking Circle/Reflection Sharing 
 

Who:  All students engage in our Talking Circle gatherings meeting as whole group, small groups, or in pairs. 
Why:  To trigger students’ reflection and self-evaluations with the intention of strengthening their intentions for 
utilizing the focus in their writing and to nurture their passion for the written word; to offer students a ritual for 
sharing and celebrating their writing with one another 
When:  Daily for 3 – 10 minutes, most often; Taking other forms such as publishing parties or writers’ theater, this 
sharing and reflection time may be expanded to 20 minutes or more (depending on the age of the students). 
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It’s a Process! 
 

Making Readers’ & Writers’ Workshop Work 
 

 
Key Tenets of Workshop Learning and Teaching: 
 

&  Students engage in daily practice of reading and writing 
o   Student engagement and growth are continuously monitored by the 

teacher with one-on-one conferences and his/her anecdotal notes.  
Additional evidence of students’ literacy progress and investment are 
regularly harvested from students’ responses in whole group discussions; 
book club talks and guided reading studies; written responses; and self-
evaluations (for example). 

o   The teacher employs predictable yet compelling rituals and routines are to 
support student engagement, community spirit and support, and 
intellectual rigor. 

 
&  Students read and write from their choices (most of the time, 80%) 

as well as guided choices from their teacher (20%) 
o   “Just right”  books to ensure that students comprehend what they read 
o   Students have access to a variety of literacy resources and texts from a 

well-stocked and diverse classroom library and writing center 
 

&  All members of the workshop community are both student and 
teacher 

o   Students serve as fellow mentors voicing their thinking processes during 
focus lessons, small groups, and author’s chair (for example) 

 
&  Teacher as reader and writer 

v   Students witness their teacher engaged in his/her own reading and writing 
v   Teacher as a mentor for students by revealing why and how s/he works to 

read and write/articulating the dynamic processes for how we need to think to 
understand (as readers) and be understood (as writers) 

 
 

&  Teacher and students work with intention and focus 
o   Teachers determine worthy literacy studies for his/her students by 

knowing each child as individuals and identifying class patterns of 
performance, too.   

o   Guided by their teacher and supported by all members of the classroom 
community, students study an edifying literacy focus over a long period of 
time in a variety of learning settings and texts for and with a variety of 
audiences.    
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From Jane Hansen’s When Writers Read 
Principles of Readers’ Workshop 

 
Readers’ workshop approach is based on 5 principles:  time, choice, response, 
community, and structure. 

Time refers to setting aside enough time during a day for students to read in a 
natural, unhurried way.  Students have the opportunity to:   

§   Read, read, read 
§   Enjoy and reflect on books 
§   Reread books 
§   Interact with other readers 
§   Respond to reading 
 

Choice refers to the importance of students self-selecting reading material. 
Students: 

§   Learn how to choose books 
§   Select what they will read (This may include “guided choice” selections as 

the teacher supports students book matching.) 
§   Decide when to continue or abandon a book 
 

Response refers to having students: 

§   Share in a large group, small group, or in pairs 
§   Write or draw about their reading 
 

Community refers to having students: 

§   Help each other learn 
§   Realize that everyone is a teacher and everyone is a learner 
§   Encourage each other to do well 

 

Structure refers to: 

§   A predictable management system that students understand 
§   A specified time for reading 
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Literacy Engagements                                         
From The National Council of Teachers of English/NCTE’s read*write*think web site 

 

Following M. A. K. Halliday's model, lessons are designed to engage students in authentic and 
meaningful language learning (1982). Literacy engagements simultaneously involve learning language 
(as students listen to it and use it with others in their everyday lives), learning about language (as 
students try to figure out how it works, engage with their teachers in focused instruction on how it works 
or in critiquing its impact), and learning through language (as students use it to learn about or do 
something).  While all three literacy functions—learning language, learning about language, learning 
through language—operate in any literacy event that makes sense to a learner, teachers, according to 
Kathy Short (1999), frequently find it instructionally useful to highlight one of these functions at a time 
(at least in their minds) so that they can consider which curriculum experiences are most likely to engage 
learners in that specific literacy function. 

Learning Language Learning About Language Learning Through Language  

Using language and other sign systems 
as ways of making meaning 

Understanding how language works, 
including word play, the teaching of 
letter-sound relationships and spelling or 
grammar patterns, or analysis of texts 

Using reading and writing as a tool for 
exploration or for purposes of learning 
about or critiquing our world 

•   read aloud  
•   partner reading with big books  
•   building fluency  
•   readers theater  
•   independent reading  
•   journal writing  
•   sketch-to-stretch  
•   reading log  
•   writer’s notebook  
•   poetry prewriting  

•   word study  
•   comprehension strategies  
•   strategy instruction  
•   mini-lessons  
•   word walls  
•   think aloud  
•   guided reading  
•   process drama  
•   spelling  
•   phonics  
•   story grammar  
•   word play  
•   critiquing the media, 

advertisements, and other 
everyday texts  

•   word recognition  
•   text scaffolding  
•   graphic organizers  
•   phonemic awareness  
•   convention  
•   interactive read alouds  
•   story mapping  

•   literature study  
•   literature & social studies  
•   inquiry  
•   text sets  
•   reflective journals  
•   process drama  
•   critiquing the media, 

advertisements, and other 
everyday texts  

•   social action projects  
•   writing  
•   using alternate sign systems  
•   integrated curriculum  
•   technical writing  
•   collaborative writing  
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Literacy Engagements Across the Day 

LEARNING LANGUAGE 
Using language and other sign systems as ways of making meaning  

ENGAGEMENT  PURPOSE  MATERIALS  	   	  

Read-aloud  To create classroom community 

To build a shared repertoire of stories, poems, 
chants, and songs 

To build a sense of story, as well as of other 
genres  

Best-loved and classic stories, poems, songs; award-
winning texts, recognized authors  

	   	  

Shared reading 
Interactive 
writing  

To demonstrate literacy processes; to engage 
all students’ participation at current level of 
ability  

Big books, chart writing or poems, texts on 
overhead; personal copies of text  	   	  

Independent 
reading and 
writing  

To read texts independently 

To select, browse, and read texts of interest 

To capture ideas; to contribute to thinking  

Texts of interest 

Books at “just right” level  	   	  

Additional Engagements 

Building fluency 

Journal writing 

Partner reading 

Prewriting 

Readers Theater 

Writer’s notebook  

Learning About Language 
Understanding how language works, including word play, the teaching of letter-sound relationships and spelling or grammar 
patterns, or analysis of texts 

Strategy instruction 

Demonstrations 

Focused lessons 

Mini-lessons  

To focus on the processes, elements, and strategies of 
reading, writing, spelling, punctuation, or workshop 
organization:  

•   “What to do when I’m stuck” strategies  
•   using reference texts  
•   phonemic awareness  
•   locating materials  
•   genre characteristics  
•   browsing  
•   literary elements  
•   workshop routines  
•   spelling patterns  

 

Students’ own writing: family stories, 
inquiry reports, poetry, articles; writing 
of peers, others’ writing; predictable 
books, literature, poetry  
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Additional Engagements & Strategies 

Comprehension strategies  

Critiquing the media, advertisements, everyday texts 

Graphic organizers 

Guided reading 

Phonics 

Phonemic awareness 

Process drama  

Story grammar 

Story mapping 

Text scaffolding 

Think aloud 

Word play 

Word recognition 

Word study 

Word walls  

Learning Through Language 
Using reading and writing as tools for exploration or for purposes of learning about or critiquing our world  

Literature study  To read and write stories as a way of helping 
making sense of life; texts that help readers 
understand more about themselves and their world 

To discuss texts with small groups of interested 
others 

To study the author’s craft 

To inform, comment, critique, document, study  

Multiple copies of books; stories of 
significance, often that contribute to 
broader class theme; text sets; sets of 
books by one author  

Inquiry  To document what one knows; to discover 
additional information on topics of interest. Paired 
with literature study, contributing knowledge to a 
themed inquiry 

To gather information for projects 

To publish or present what was learned  

Text sets: a collection of related texts 
(books [varied genres], CDs, maps, tapes, 
artifacts), which contribute multiple 
perspectives to learners’ research  

Additional Engagements & Strategies ~ Egawa (1998) 

Learning partners               
Integrated curriculum studies  
Literature circles 

Reflection journals                                                                                                       
Social justice projects                                                                                                       
Text sets 

M.A.K. Halliday (1980) found that in any meaningful language event, children have the opportunity to learn language, learn about 
language, and learn through language. They learn language through the “doing” of language—talking, listening, reading, and writing. 
They learn about language as they explore how language functions and the conventions that support communication. They learn 
through language as they focus on what it is they are learning. All three aspects are essential in every classroom. We don’t start with 
one and progress to the next. Rather, it is the three operating together within a meaningful context that provides the most supportive 
learning environment for literacy learners.  

Egawa, K. 1998. “Literacy Workshop Across the Day.” In C. Five and K. Egawa (Eds), “Reading and Writing Workshop.” School Talk 
(3)4, pg. 7. 
Halliday, M. 1980. Three Aspects of Children’s Language Development: Learning language, Learning through Language, Learning about 
Language. In Oral and Written Language Development Research, Y. Goodman, M.H. Haussler, and D. Strickland (Eds.), 7-19. 
Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English. 
Short, K. 1999. The Search for “Balance” in a Literature-rich Curriculum. In Theory into Practice, 38(3), 130-137. 
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It’s about apprenticeship… 
A Portrait of Nurturing Students’ Nonfiction Literacy 

Laura Benson, 2001 

 

First and foremost, you can initiate and nurture students’ nonfiction comprehension before, 
during, and after reading by being a role model.  Think Alouds in which you model and 
demonstrate your ways of creating understanding as you read are the foundation upon which to 
build any of the following learning experiences.  As quickly as possible, students can and should 
serve as additional mentors for one another by thinking aloud and articulating their own ways of 
creating understanding as they read. 

 

Equally important is collaborative practice.  Students need to practice comprehending with their 
teacher and with each other.  As Eric Jensen tells us, all learning is a social act.  It’s vital to make 
the invisible and internal world of reading a more public arena for students’ learning.  Asking 
questions during a guided reading group, reading with a partner, talking about a text in a book 
club fashion, or predicting what will come next with a partner or small group of book mates are 
just a few of the ways you can forge collaborative comprehension practice into your students’ 
literacy learning. 

 

Of course, the goal of all before, during, and after learning experiences is student independence.  
Building bridges between modeling and collaborative practice to students’ independent 
reading/learning practice is critical.  In other words, the ways we practice comprehending with 
students are always meant to mirror, if not exactly replicate, what each child needs to do when 
reading on his/her own.  Being explicit about this is essential.   

 

Likewise, modeling, collaborative practice, and independent practice with feedback are critical 
in supporting students’ growth as nonfiction writers.  In addition to our writing  demonstrations, 
encourage and ask students to serve as peer mentors by sharing their nonfiction writing with one 
another (including their reasons, processes, inspirations, etc.).  And lean on your favorite 
nonfiction writers as you work to reveal all the possibilities that this genre holds for your 
students.   

 

Most of all, help your students know that none of us is ever done getting better.  Let them see 
you struggle and triumph with your own nonfiction reading and writing.  Great teachers exhibit 
the disposition of learning from their students (Ritchhart, 2000) and are wide awake to their own 
literate lives (Benson, 1993).   
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Scheduling & Time Considerations 
 

Gathering kids in front for instruction, releasing them to practice, and then bringing them back to share 
their thinking represents the steady flow that is at the heart of effective teaching and learning.           

Harvey & Goudvis in Strategies That Work 
 

 
As you explore scheduling options, give yourself permission to think with Georgia 
Heard's lens:  “I have abundant time…I have so much time to accomplish all I need to 
and all I want to do.”  And consider Dr. Phil's advice, too: "Live with an idea for 15 
minutes before dismissing it."    
 
Developing schedules for my own students, I think about essential experiences for 
learners of every age, what I call AAA learning and teaching (Benson, 1995).  
Students are engaged in these experiences in responsive "dosages.” 
 

&  ALOUD ~ modeling & mentoring 
&  ALONG ~ fellowship & collaborative practice 
&  ALONE ~ independent practice with ongoing feedback & reflection 

 
What does the research say about TIME? 

•   Student reading achievement = 90 minutes of independent reading EVERY DAY 
 

•   Student writing achievement= 35 – 75 independent writing EVERY DAY 
 

•   Extensive reading is critical to the development of reading proficiency (Krashen, 2001; Stanovich, 
2000).  Extensive practice provides opportunity for students to consolidate the skills and 
strategies teachers often work so hard to develop.  Exemplary elementary teachers recognized this 
critical aspect of instructional planning. Their students did more independent reading, more 
guided reading, more social studies and science reading than students in less-effective 
classrooms.  
 

•   Just adding more time and space for independent reading is not enough.  I’m advocating 
a carefully designed, structured reading program that includes demonstrating, teaching, 
guiding, monitoring, evaluating, and goal setting along with voluntary reading of books 
students choose…When an independent reading component is added, test scores go up 
(Routman, 2007). 
 

•   Research References:  Richard Allington, Richard; Alfie Kohn; Stephen Krashen; Pearson, P. 
David Pearson (2000) in  Handbook of Reading Research (2000); Dolores Durkin; Regie 
Routman; Shelley Harwayne; and professional research websites: www.ciera.org; www.ira.org; 
and www.ncte.org  

 
In the case of many international school schedules when instructional time is so limited 
because of the blessing and challenge of many additional learning experiences 
embedded into students' learning days, aim for: 

•   The highest percentage of  students’ learning time should be spent engaged in 
independent reading and writing. 
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Thinking about your students’ learning time from the beginning to end of school day 
and over the course of a week, how much time are our students reading & writing on 
their own?  
   

Primary Grade Possibilities 
•   Steal minutes from morning message &/or find quiet, student-controlled ways to take 

attendance, lunch count, etc.  Post announcements for students to read rather than 
having to tell students [Use pictures & cues for young students.] 

•   Infuse content area learning texts into modeling, shared, guided, and students’ 
independent reading. 

•   Rather than trying to fit it ALL into a day, strive to fit in essential learning experiences 
within a week/within your 6-day schedule. 

•   Give yourself permission to engage in conferences & guided reading in doable rhythms.  
At the beginning of the year, on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays you can focus on 
conferences and, on Tuesdays and Thursdays, you can focus on meeting with students in 
small groups/guided reading.  Later, you can flip this pattern so that you are meeting 
with students in guided reading more often.  

•   Cycle your younger or more vulnerable students into your conferences and small 
groups/guided reading-writing more often. 

•   Engage in short conferences often. 
•   Use short & spirited texts to create edifying but efficient guided reading groups and 

manageable writing tasks, too. 
•   Consider integrating your focus in reading and writing [e.g., Focusing on making 

connections in reading, I engage students in writing connected text such as memoir, 
pattern books, haiku, compare & contrast, etc.  We are thus studying connecting as a 
thinking strategy which generates understanding and possibilities in reading and writing 
(and content area learning, too!). 

 
INTERMEDIATE GRADE POSSIBILITIES 

•   All previously mentioned suggestions and… 
•   When time is really tight, consider utilizing block type scheduling during this fragmented 

or “too full” period – but not always [e.g., Readers’ Workshop for 2-3 weeks and, then, 
Writer’s Workshop for 2-3 weeks OR Monday – Wednesday = Readers’ Workshop and 
Thursday – Friday = Writers’ Workshop].  Daily practice is important.   

 
  
Reflect On Your Own Schedule 
Every decision is important.  Thinking about time, I ask myself: 

v   What would be most helpful in helping my students grow right now?  
v   How does doing this help my students move forward (confidence, motivation, 

relationships, and academically)? 
v   What is my intention here?  Does doing this serve the focus of students’ learning right 

now? 
v   Is this really necessary or could I accomplish this in another way?  
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Pat Hagerty’s Components of Workshop Teaching 
 

Mini-lesson (10-15 minutes) 

§   Introduce procedures of the workshop. 
§   Talk about the writers’ craft. 
§   Model strategies and skills needed by good readers. 
§   Use good literature as models. 
§   Gather students together in a meeting area for the lesson. 
§   This is a time for explicit instruction. 

 

Reading time (30-60 minutes) 

§   Students read at their own pace. 
§   Student may respond to reading via writing, art. 
§   Book selection takes place before the workshop begins. 
§   Teacher confers with students and/or teaches small groups. 
§   Some students may meet in literature study groups. 

 

Sharing (10-15 minutes) 

§   Start with large group shares; move to small. 
§   The teacher sets the tone for a safe environment. 
§   The teacher models good questioning techniques. 
§   Students listen, respond, share, interact. 
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Painting Portraits of Comprehensive/Balanced Literacy Classrooms 

 

Looks Like… Sounds Like… Feels Like… 
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What should I be 
teaching my students?
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To develop a clear vision of student learning and articulate your curriculum, think about… 

WHAT do our students need to learn?/  
WHAT do we expect our students to learn 

this year?...K-12?  

How will we help our students learn these 
“what’s”/expectations/Standards?  

How will we know our  
students have learned  
these “what’s”?   

                
  

Standards 
 

Curriculum  
Guide - 
Units of  
Study 

 
Students’ 
Inquiry/ 
Wonder 
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Proficient  Reader  Research  
  

  
  

P. David Pearson, Jan Dole, Gerald Duffy, Laura Roehler (1988; 1991; 1997; 2005); Richard Allington (1998);   
Laura Benson (1993; 1997; 2000); Cris Tovani (2000);  Taffy Raphael (2000); Jeff Wilhelm (2001) 

	  

How do proficient readers work to understand the texts they read, view, and hear? 

Connect 
 

 

 

Use 

existing 

knowledge 

to make 

sense of 

new 

information 

Wonder 
 

 

 

Ask 

questions 

before, 

during, 

& after 

reading 

Infer 
 

 

 

Draw 

inferences 

from the 

text 

Check & Repair 
Understanding 

 

 

Monitor 

their own 

comprehension 

and use fix 

up strategies 

when they 

get “stuck” 

Evaluate 
 

 

 

Identify 

important 

ideas in 

text 

Synthesize 
 

 

 

Integrate 

information to 

create new 

ideas and 

deeper 

understanding 

“This 
reminds me 

of…” 
 

“This is 
like…” 

 
“This is like 
___ but not 

like ____ 
because…” 

 
“I am 

connecting 
____ to ____ 
because…” 

“I 
wonder…” 

 
“Why did 
they…?” 

 
“I am 

curious 
about…” 

 
“What…? 
How…? 

Where…? 
When…? 
Who…? 
Why?” 

“I bet…” 
 

“I am 
guessing 
that ____ 

because…” 
 

“I 
predict…” 

 
“It seems 

like ___ and, 
so, I think 
that…” 

 
“I infer…” 

“I think…” 
 

“I know…” 
 

“I don’t get it.  
I’d better read 
that again…” 

 
“This was 
about…” 

 
“I am 

confused…” 
 

“I know that I 
know…” 

“I 
learned…” 

 
“This seems 

really 
important 
because…” 

 
“A big idea I 

am taking 
from this 
text is…” 

 
“The author 
wants me to 
consider...” 

“Putting all this 
information 

together, I now 
know that…” 

 
“In the 

beginning…and 
at the end…” 

 
“Now I realize 

that…” 
 

“I feel that ____ 
because…So, 
now I will…” 
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Literacy Linkages…                        
Connecting  Reading  &  Writing  Processes                                                                                                  

© Laura Benson 

Reading   Writing  
Checking for Understanding 

Monitoring understanding by employing some or 
all of the following thinking strategies (Question, 
Infer, etc.) 

Stopping to self-talk 

Rereading as needed 

Selecting “just right” texts 

Utilizing phonics, vocabulary knowledge, and text 
clues to problem solve new words 

Adjusting pace, as needed, and working to create 
flow of reading 

Thinking flexibly to respond to demands of text  

Knowing self as reader…as constructor of 
understanding 

Monitoring readers’ understanding (audience) by 
employing some or all of the following thinking 
strategies (Question, Summarize, etc.) 

Stopping to self-talk for considerations such as 
clarity, organization and flow/ sequence, language, 
focus toward intentions/message, punctuation, 
voice, etc. 

Rereading regularly to make decisions about clarity, 
continuation of writing – or not, revision options, 
etc. 

Thinking flexibly, purposefully, and/or playfully in 
response to your purpose for writing and demands 
of text; make revisions to improve piece 

Knowing self as writer…as composer of 
understanding 

Connecting 
Use your own experiences/schema to connect with 
text/author’s message  

Deepen background knowledge by reading 

Draw from what you already know about character 
traits, problems, authors, etc. 

Helps to grow motivation and builds your 
confidence 

Use your own experiences to generate, draft, and 
craft your ideas/message 

Act of writing deepens your background knowledge 
for literacy; writing begets insights about writing 
and strengthens vocabulary, connection to “other” 
writers, etc. 

Drawing from what you already know supports 
topic generation, motivation, and confidence  
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Question 
Establish purpose or motivation for reading by 
wondering 

Read to answer your own questions and book club 
or teach questions, as appropriate; stop to answer 
questions, revise questions, and/or generate new 
questions 

Ask genre specific questions 

Consider author’s craft to inform reading and to 
paint a portrait of possibilities when you write 
“this” genre, style, format, etc. 

Generate purpose and topics for writing by 
wondering 

Reread asking “audience” questions; wonder what 
your readers would want to know, enjoy, feel, etc. 
as they read your piece 

Stop to ask self-questions which help you generate 
more ideas, determine needed research, and/or 
establish intentions for continuing writing or 
abandoning a topic 

Ask genre specific question when crafting and/or 
revising piece 

Get curious about how other writers birth their 
ideas and pen them to paper; read, view, and/or 
interview fellow writers to improve your own 
writing and writing processes 

Infer 
Generate purpose and/or motivation to read by 
inferring 

Stop to self-talk and  predict, infer meanings 
beyond authors’ words or illustrations, and/or 
estimate outcomes (to name just a few types of 
inferring) 

Draw on your background knowledge, curiosity, 
and text information to infer implicit ideas; Read 
between the lines 

Make inferences when questions are not directly 
answered in the book 

Problem solve new words by inferring meanings 

Show, don’t (just) tell; skillful use of language, 
metaphor, analogies, etc.  

Leak information to readers; don’t get “it” away all 
at once 

Consider how to hook readers to cause them to 
infer and, thus, want to read your piece 

Stop to self-talk and infer the background 
knowledge your readers will bring to the text 
and/or need to understand your piece as well as 
their motivation to read your writing (or keep 
reading your writing) 

Use language which helps readers see, feel, and 
understand the emotions  of your characters or 
power  of your message 
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Identifying Important Ideas/Evaluating 
Establish purpose for reading by determining what 
you want or need to learn from text/author 

Stop to self-talk about what you have learned (thus 
far) and what you hope to learn next 

Pay attention to title, key words, and text features 
to keep your attention and interest to the author’s 
“big” ideas/ theme/message/point of view/etc. 

Evaluate text for important ideas before, during, 
and after reading – tools and supports such as book 
club talk, peer conferences,  highlighting, notes in 
the margin, graphic organizers support your 
understanding of the author’s important 
concepts/messages 

Establish a purpose for writing by determining 
what you want to teach others with your text(s) 

Stop to reread your writing to ensure that your 
readers will understand your writing 

Utilize a clear and/or inviting title, lead, and key 
words to keep your big ideas at the forefront of 
your readers’ thinking 

Employ tools such as graphics, bold print, repeated 
language, italics, etc. as well as strong nouns and 
verbs to convey your important ideas to readers 

Reread your writing to revise it for clarity of your 
message or story and to ensure that your language 
provides readers with relevant and meaningful 
information; add missing information and prune 
information which detracts or might cause your 
readers to lose focus, as needed 

Synthesizing 
Draw on some of all of the (previously profiled) 
thinking strategies to synthesize text information as 
you begin, during, and after you read 

Stop to self-talk to summarize, retell, recap, and/or 
integrate text information (depending on demands 
of text and developmental stage of reader) 

Create a new version – your own – as you integrate 
all text or content information into a new whole 

 

Stop to reread your piece to synthesize your 
writing; strive to put “it” all together  

Utilize webbing, mapping, drawing, sharing your 
writing in a conference, laying your pieces out on 
the floor, etc. to help you consider the clarity and 
flow of your piece 

Work to make sure your writing flows; integrate 
text information so that your organization, 
vocabulary, format, etc. support your readers’ 
understanding 

Visualizing 
Strives to see author’s information/ concepts/story; 
form mind movies putting characters into action 
context or visualizing text information  

Stop to self-talk and reflect on tone, feelings, visual 
images, etc. of text 

Talk, draw, act out, or write visual images to clarify 
and/or deepen understanding 

See concepts/story/images when drafting and 
crafting piece 

Uses visual memory to inform and guide writing 
efforts 

Chooses vocabulary/text language thoughtfully to 
trigger sensory images, pictures, and feelings within 
your readers 

*Please note:  This is not a comprehensive list of all of the linkages literate souls make.  I hope these ideas affirm and nurture your own insights.  
Drawing from your own well as a reader and writer and listening to your students will help you to harvest a bounty of additional connections.    
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How Reading & Writing Are Alike ~Irene Fountas & Gay Su Pinnell 
WRITING READING 

Before and during writing, writers 

often talk, discuss, brainstorm, reflect, 

gather information, make lists, etc. 

Before and during reading, readers 

talk, make predictions, skim outlines 

or headings, and raise questions 

Writers bring shape to the written 

pieces as they draft and revise it. 

Readers do not change the print but 

they revise their thoughts, 

predictions, and concepts as they 

read. 

Writers learn to look at their work, 

rereading for needed changes. 

Readers learn to reevaluate their 

understandings about a written piece, 

often reading a text again. 

Writers share their work informally 

through discussion and more formally 

through publication. 

Readers share their understanding 

with others through verbal, written, 

or artistic responses.   

Writers appreciate the work of other 

writers.   

Readers appreciate the insights and 

understandings of others. 

Writers compose whole pieces of 

text. 

Readers draw understandings across 

whole texts. 

Writers bring their own meanings to 

the texts they compose; they express 

their ideas and feelings in written 

language. 

The meaning that readers derive 

from texts varies with their 

experiential background; in other 

words, they bring meaning to the 

text. 

Drafts reveal writers’ attempts to 

apply their knowledge in new ways. 

Partially correct responses reveal 

readers’ attempts to use information 

to solve words.   
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Connecting	  Content Area Learning	  &	  Literacy Learning	  Goals	  
	  

Planning  for:        
	  

	  
	  

	  
Content  Area  

Learning  Focus/Goal  

Process 
Focus/Goal	  

What? 
 
 

When? Dates of study: 
 
 

How & Where? 
+How will students learn this goal?    
+How can I bridge students’ content area learning to their 
literacy learning? 
+How will I monitor/evaluate students’ learning? 
+Where will students engage in this learning?  
[i.e. modeling; guided practice; independent texts &/or tasks; 
groupings; setting; contexts; lab experiments; interviews; videos; 
studio work; etc.] 
 
 
 
Who? 
+Is this a goal for All, Some, or One Student? 
+How can I best support each student’s learning by 
differentiating his/her experiences and practice?  (*Based 
on each student’s reading level, background knowledge, passion 
for subject, self-generated questions/inquiry, writing 
development, social considerations, etc.) 

 
 
Why?  
+Jot down a few thoughts about explaining and 
developing relevance for this focus with your students. 
 
 
 

What? 
 
 

When? Dates of study: 
 
 

How & Where? 
+How will students learn this goal?   
+How can I bridge students’ literacy learning to their 
content area learning? 
+How will I monitor/evaluate students’ learning? 
+Where will students engage in this learning?  
[i.e. modeling; guided practice; independent texts &/or tasks; 
groupings; setting; contexts; lab experiments; interviews; videos; 
studio work; etc.] 
 
 
 
Who? 
+Is this a goal for All, Some, or One Student? 
+How can I best support each student’s learning by 
differentiating his/her experiences and practice?  (*Based 
on each student’s reading level, background knowledge, passion 
for subject, self-generated questions/inquiry, writing 
development, social considerations, etc.) 

 
 
Why?	  
+Jot down a few thoughts about explaining and 
developing relevance for this focus with your students. 
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What I know… What I need to know… What I learned… 
“I  already  know  this…”  
and/or  
“Connections  I  can  make  to  
this  subject/topic  idea  are…”  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

“I  wonder…”  
“I  am  curious  about…and  
want  to  know  more  about…”  

“I  learned….”  
“The  most  important  thing(s)  
for  me  to  remember  about  this  
is…”  
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6 Steps to Effective Vocabulary Instruction 
Robert Marzano (2004), Building Background Knowledge for Academic Achievement:                       

Research on What Works in Schools 

Step 1. Teacher provides a description, explanation, or 
example of new term. 

 

Step 2. Students restate the explanation of new term in 
their own words. 

 

Step 3. Students create a nonlinguistic representation of 
term. 

 

Step 4. Students periodically do activities that help them 
add to their knowledge of vocabulary terms. 

 

Step 5. Periodically students are asked to discuss the  
  terms with one another. 

 

Step 6. Periodically students are involved in games   
  that allow them to play with the terms. 
 

*pages 91 – 103 
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Taxonomy  (E.  &  A.  Rothstein)/Alphaboxes  (L.  Hoyt)    
  

Purpose:    Post  reading  activity  for  content  area  chapters,  thematic  units,  or  
stories.  

How:    After  completing  a  reading  assignment  or  unit,  students  select  words  
and  phrases  for  each  letter  of  the  alphabet.    These  must  reflect  major  
vocabulary  and  concepts  from  the  reading.    The  teacher  can  assign  certain  
letters  to  groups  of  students  or  ask  each  student  to  do  some/all  letters.    
Illustrations  can  be  included.  

      

Example:    After  reading  about  camels,  possible  statements  could  include:  

A  is  for  the  camel’s  
ABILITY  to  live  in  
places  where  other  
large  animals  could  
never  survive.  

B  is  for  the  BACTRIAN  
camel,  the  one  with  two  
humps.  
  

C  is  for  the  fact  that  
camels  CONSERVE  
water  better  than  most  
animals.    It  limits  the  
ways  its  body  uses  
water.    
  

D   E   F  
  
  

G  
  
  

H   I  
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Knowing  Our    
Students  
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Assessment Principles                                                                                                                                                        
Outlined  by  Shea,  Murray,  &  Harlin  (2005)  in  Drowning  in  Data?    How  to  Collect,  

Organize,  and  Document  Student  Performance    
  
  

Assessment  occurs  all  day  long.  
 

  

Assessment  drives  instruction.  
v   Teachers  use  what  they  discover  from  monitoring  students’  learning  on  the  spot  to  

adjust  lessons  in  progress.  
  

  

Assessment  is  not  subject  specific.  
v   Are  students  applying  their  literacy  skills  in  their  content  area  learning?  

  
  

Assessment  includes  information  about  the  learner’s  life  outside  school.  
v   Solicit  information  from  students,  parents,  and  caregivers  about  students’  life  skills,  

personal  areas  of  interests,  and  application  of  literacy  skills.      
  
  

Assessment  engages  learners,  teachers,  and  parents  collaboratively.  
  
  

Assessment  is  based  on  accepted  developmental  standards.  
v   What  counts  is  students’  achievement  of  competency  defined  by  established  standards.  

  
  

Assessment  encourages  teachers,  learners,  parents,  and  administrators  to  
take  ownership  of  the  performance  of  learners  and  schools.  

v   Organic  (formative)  assessment,  unlike  summative  assessment,  calls  for  action!  
  
  

Assessment  focuses  on  the  whole  person.  
v   Learners’  growth  is  displayed  across  physical,  social,  emotional,  and  cognitive  domains  

that  impact  one  another.    Assessment  measures  progress  in  all  areas  as  well  as  the  
degree  of  harmony  among  them.  
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Assessment and Instruction Guidelines 
Adapted from Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton, and Johnston, 2000, p. 34 

 

v  Work from a developmental model that integrates the literacy behaviors of 
reading, spelling, and writing. 
 

v  Use individual assessments as you teach. 
o   Conference records notes 
o   Anecdotal records 
o   Checklists 
o   Interviews and attitude surveys 
o   Running Records 
o   Fluency checks 
o   Individual reading assessments such as DRA, QRI-III, Observation 

Survey, and Fountas and Pinnell’s 
o   Students’ reading samples 
o   Students’ writing samples (which are also students’ spelling samples) 

 
v  Welcome surprises gained from the assessments and what they say about 

individual students. 
 

v  Do not assess students at their frustrational level. 
 

v  Start with what students can do and track their progress over time. 
 

	   	  



                             

©Laura Benson, Director of Curriculum and Professional Development, ISS  ~ lbenson@iss.edu 	   Page	  32	  

Assessment  of  Learning  
vs.  

Assessment  for  Learning  
  
  
  
  

Thomas Guskey:   
Ensure that assessments become an integral part of 
the instructional process. 
Ø  Quizzes and tests should be learning tools, not 

simply evaluation that mark the end of learning. 
Ø  Assessments must be sources of information for 

students and teachers. 
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Formative Assessments 
 

How I get to know students as individuals… 
and still have a life! J 
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…I consider what I need to get to know the student more… 
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Table Share = How We Get To Know Our Students 

  

•Partner	  1

•
•Partner	  2

•
•Partner	  3



                             

©Laura Benson, Director of Curriculum and Professional Development, ISS  ~ lbenson@iss.edu 	   Page	  36	  

Developmental  Continuums  by  Dr.  Bonnie  Campbell  Hill  

Chapter  for  study  &  discussion   Strike & Wonder Notes 

  
Chapter  1:      
Reading  &  Writing  Continuums  
  
  
  

	  

  
Chapter  2  &  10:      
Narrative  Portraits  &  Case  Studies    
OR    
Middle  School  Challenges  
  
  

	  

  
Chapter  5:      
Assessment  Tools  
  
  
  

	  

  
Chapter  6:      
Anecdotal  Notes  &  Checklists  
  
  
  

	  

  
Chapter  7:      
Student  Self-‐‑Evaluation  
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Continuum Connections 
©  Laura  Benson  

	  

Embracing Developmental Continuums reflects a passion and respect 
for responsive teaching.  To take our students forward on their 
learning journeys, we must know each child in vivid detail.  By 
harvesting and documenting their literacy efforts over time, 
patterns of performance emerge.  And Continuums give us a tool for 
surfacing and recording our students’ patterns of strengths and 
illustrate their growth.   

As we study and share our thinking and questions with one 
another, we will discuss how and why we use Developmental 

Continuums to:   

&    Guide  our  teaching  decisions; 
&    Build  student  learning  from  their  strengths  to  minister  to  their  needs  and  
expand  their  motivation  and  confidence  for  Learning  &  Literacy;   

&    Evaluate  student’s  and  students’  growth  over  time: 
&    Foster  students’  self-‐‑evaluations  &  goal  setting;  and 
&    Deepen  our  relationships  with  students  and  their  parents. 

Additionally,  we  will  identify  how  utilizing  Development Continuums  as  a  
school  community  can  provide  us  with  a  common  language  for  literacy  
learning  and,  thus,  makes  shared  understandings  possible  and  inviting.    By  
engaging  in  Continuum conversations  with  one  another,  we  create  greater  
and  clearer  articulation  among  our  teams  and  across  the  grade  levels.      

Using  Developmental Continua  births  critical  conversations  about  pedagogy,  
too,  and  gives  us  a  lens  for  considering  how  we  can  best  help  each  child  
flourish  as  a  reader,  writer,  thinker,  and  learner.    As  we  consider  a  
particular  descriptor,  for  example,  we  often  find  ourselves  talking  about  
how  we  can  help  students  learn  this  behavior.    We  outline  the  value  of  and  
our  specific  plans  for  modeling,  collaborative  practice,  and  conference  
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feedback  during  students’  independent  reading  and  writing.    We  ponder  
how  we  can  best  monitor  and  nudge  our  students’  implementation  of  their  
literacy  learning  in  school  and  beyond  school.    And  we  always  return  to  
sharing  questions  such  as  “What  does  that  look  like  in  student  work?”    or  
“What  should  I  hear  or  read  in  a  student’s  work  to  know  that  he/she  really  
understands  that  (descriptor)?”      

Thus,  I  see  Continuums  as  the  great  connectors  of  our  work.    They  implore  us  
to  know  our  students  deeply  and,  if  we  are  lucky,  draw  us  to  collaborate  
with  one  another  as  colleagues.    Here’s  to  rubbing  our  brains  together  again  
today! 

  

Continuum “Rules of Thumb” 
	  

Alignment matters – and helps! 

Sound assessment tools are aligned to our standards/expectations for student learning 
and curriculum.  Dr. Hill thoughtfully (and painstakingly) aligned the Continuums to 
state standards.  As she mentions in her text, eighty percent of most state standards are 
reflected in the Continuums.  Thus, Continuums can guide us in our decisions about 
what to teach our students and when, too. Referencing my students’ Continuums, I ask 
myself “What is the next easiest behavior or literacy skill for this student to learn/these 
students to learn?”  While not every skill or strategy is listed in the Continuums, the 
descriptors, as critical “sign posts” or hallmarks of student learning, chisel my lesson 
planning decisions so that my efforts are aligned to learning which is most relevant to 
my students.   

Think Globally, Act Locally OR “But I can’t create and implement 32 
different lessons plans!” 

Identifying common patterns of strengths and needs is a chief way Continuums support 
my teaching work.  Once you have evaluated each student’s growth using the 
Continuums, create a class Continuum.  I do this by having a clean copy of the 
Continuum and making some notes such as tallying the Continuum stages of my 
students in the arrow and/or ticking key descriptors with blue ink for strengths and 
pink ink for needs.  This way I can see patterns of performance – strengths and needs – 
emerge for your class.  This makes determining a class focus of learning easier to 
determine.  Additionally, pouring over all your students’ Continuum will help you see 
grouping possibilities. 

Assessment tools must first be learning tools.   
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 Key to using Continuums successfully (and joyfully) is first utilizing them as 
 vehicles of learning and self-reflection with students.  Read, study, and discuss 
 Continuums with students in/during (to name just a few here): 

•   Student Self Evaluations; 
•   Goal Setting Conversations/Sessions; 
•   Continuum Conferences;  
•   Modeling Lessons; and 
•   Guided Reading and Guided Writing Groups. 

Using the language of Continuums helps students to name their thinking processes and 
identify key skills they need to bring to their literacy work.  Let your classroom/school 
walls “speak Continuums.”  Posting the Continuums marinates students in the language 
of Continuums and helps them develop clearer linkages of expectations and exemplars 
(especially when samples of student work and texts are posted alongside each 
Continuum stage).   

Continuums are built on bodies of evidence/portfolios of student work. 

I emphasized a variety of ways to knowing students as individuals on Monday because 
you cannot engage in Continuum work without rich data wells.  Much, if  not most, of 
the data I gathered for my own students came from their daily “in  class” and “homework” 
literacy practice.  Having a Teacher/Assessment Notebook to warehouse your students’ 
data enables you to make “descriptor decisions.”  As you reflect on and evaluate each 
child’s archive, it will be easier to see direction connections between the Continuum 
descriptors and your students’ literacy growth.   

Patterns are Paramount! 

 Highlight/”Mark” a Continuum descriptor when a student has demonstrated this 
 behavior or skill at least three times (and often more) over a period of time.   

If you are not sure, you can talk with the student (and his/her parents, if  appropriate or 
timely) about emerging behaviors you are seeing in the child’s work OR express that 
“this particular skill is one that I want to focus on with you…teach and practice with 
you…and one I will monitor closely over the next few weeks/months.”  

Making continuum evaluations are collaborative learning activity.   

Continue the sorting work/activities we engaged in/outlined in Dr. Hill’s book.  It’s 
vital that you share your wise ways of making any and all assessment practices practical 
and meaningful with one another.  Try to avoid doing your Continuum Evaluations by 
yourself.   

Create Continuum Conferences with students so that, together, you can determine and 
record his/her growth and establish next steps of learning/goals with one another, too.   

Also, give yourself permission to write some of your anecdotal notes and do some of 
your Continuum analysis when your students are in your classroom.  It’s great 
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modeling for students to witness your (usually) behind the scene work; it’s easier to call 
a student over for an impromptu (or more formal) conference; this “in context” thinking 
will often bring you to a clear and focused decision (Yes, even with your kids in the 
room!); and Continuums won’t feel like such an add-on burden if they can become part 
of your daily or weekly routines. 

Start Small (or, at least, Smaller) 

If you are new to Continuums, focus your learning and implementations by using them 
to monitor and evaluate a few students/a small handful of  students (rather than your 
whole class “right now.”).  

And/or, try narrowing the number of descriptors so that you are focusing on just one or 
a few descriptors for a period of time.  For example, I would often put one or two 
Continuum descriptors at the top of my clipboard (my conference record notes) [from 
one stage when I was brand new to Continuums and, later, from several stages].  As I 
engaged in learning with students, I focused on and looked for evidence of my students’ 
ability to use that “focus” descriptor – and just that skill.  You can’t teach and assess all 
20, 729 skills your students need all at once.  Put one or two big ideas/themes of study 
on your front burner at any given time.  Go after that goal or goals during 
modeling/focus lessons, small group collaboratives, in one on one conferences, and as 
the focus of students’ homework.  And let that goal be the focus on your assessment 
notes. 

Remember, aim for progress not perfection. 

You do not have to be perfect at using Continuums by next Thursday.  None of us are 
ever done getting better and learning more.  If we worry about being perfect or “good 
as…,” we usually stop trying or stuff the shameful task into a drawer.  This is only 
human, of course. 

So, take yourself out of the police station or interrogation room.  Allow yourself time to 
stumble, experience victory, be unsure, try, succeed, falter, achieve, etc.  All new 
learning is uncomfortable before it is comfortable. 
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Supporting Your Continuum Implementations 

Key Supports 	  

	  

Turn to Each Other 

•   Schedule coffee/dessert dates with a colleague to follow up on your 
continuum learning and implementations (A good rule of thumb – schedule 
this conversation 2-3 weeks from now and continue to connect for several 
months.  New learning/Deeper learning is best supported when it is 
collegial.). 

Be Marion the Librarian 

•   Utilize the excellent supports Bonnie included in Developmental 
Continuums.  Bonnie has done a lot of the work for us (Thank goodness!). 

o   Book Lists by Continuum stages 
o   Correlation Chart, p. 151  
o   Assessment Grid (and plan your assessment system with your team) 
o   The Glossary rocks!  I know Continuum terms or concepts such as 

“with guidance” and “complex” can be a bit bewildering at first.  Lean 
on Bonnie’s wise and supportive work by referencing the definitions 
she offers in the Glossary. 

o   The CD-Rom which comes with this text. 
o   Dr. Hill addresses many common questions directly.  For example, 

see her chapter titled “Middle School Challenges” and “Family 
Support” for thoughtful answers to your earnest and insightful 
questions.   

o   Check out Bonnie’s web site periodically for updates and additional 
resources www.bonniecampbellhill.com  
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•   Draw on Bonnie’s excellent Keep Supporting Your Child’s Literacy 
Learning (her parent guidebook) as a reference text. 
 

•   Organize some of your classroom library according to Continuum Stages. 
o   I would also suggest organizing some of your books/texts by 

comprehension strategies and key writing units of study, too, as well 
as content area studies. In order to be able to do your work well, you 
need to be able to put your hands on relevant text in about 30 seconds 
to two minutes.  Otherwise, you just won’t have time to get to it. 

 

Seek Out Counsel From Fellow Continuum Schools/International Schools 

•   Put out the “All Call!” when you have questions about continuums or need 
resources. 

•   Study and build your thinking from tools such as correlation charts [so that 
you do not have to start your work from scratch]. 

 

Develop Exemplar Study Groups and Publish a Notebook of Your Insights 

•   Having samples of student work which reflect each continuum stage 
illustrates some or many of the descriptors vividly and strengthens our 
understanding about student proficiency.   
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Assessment  Tools  &  Resources  by  Continuum Stages  
Pre-

conventional 
Emerging Developing Beginning Expanding 

Reading  Tools  

Conference	  Notes	  	  

  

Reading  Tools	  

Conference	  Notes	  
Observation	  
Survey	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Benchmark	  Books	  
Garfield	  Survey	  
Post	  a	  Page	  

Reading  Tools	  	  

Conference	  Notes	  
DRA	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Writing	  Samples	  
Running	  Records	  
Post	  a	  Page	  
Benchmark	  Books	  
Word	  Sorting	  

Reading  Tools	  	  

Conference	  Notes	  
DRA	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Writing	  Samples	  
Running	  Records	  
Benchmark	  Books	  
Names	  Test	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Post	  a	  Page	  

Reading  Tools  

Conference	  Notes	  
DRA	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Writing	  Samples	  	  	  	  	  	  
Running	  Records	  
Post	  a	  Page	  
Benchmark	  Books	  
Word	  Sorting	  

Writing Tools 

Conference	  Notes	  
Writing  Samples	  

 

Writing Tools 

Conference	  Notes	  
Writing  Samples	  
Mail  Call	  

	  

Writing Tools 

Conference	  Notes	  
Writing  Samples	  
Mail  Call	  

	  

Writing Tools 

Conference	  Notes	  
Writing  Samples	  
Earlier  Draft  
Redraft/  Fix    It  
Mail  Call	  

Writing Tools 

Conference	  Notes	  
Writing  Samples	  
Teach  a  Buddy	  
Mail  Call	  

Bridging Fluent Proficient Connecting Independent 

Reading  Tools  

Conference	  Notes	  
DRA	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Writing	  Samples	  
Benchmark	  Books	  

Reading  Tools  

Conference	  Notes	  
DRA	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Writing	  Samples	  
Benchmark	  Books	  

Reading  Tools  

Conference	  Notes	  
DRA	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Writing	  Samples	  	  	  	  	  	  
Benchmark	  Books	  

Reading  Tools  

Conference	  Notes	  
Writing	  Samples	  
Benchmark	  Books	  

Reading  Tools  

Conference	  Notes	  
Writing	  Samples	  
Benchmark	  Books	  

Writing 
Tools 

Conference	  Notes	  
Mail	  Call	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Writing	  Rubric-‐	  
created	  with	  
students	  

  

	  

Writing 
Tools 

Conference	  Notes	  
Writing  Samples	  	  
Pick	  your	  best	  
piece	  and	  record	  
why	  this	  is	  your	  
best	  (on	  sticky	  
note)	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Writer’s	  Notebook	  
Mail	  Call	  

Writing 
Tools 

Conference	  Notes	  
Writing	  Samples	  
Writer’s	  Notebook	  
Mail	  Call	  

	  

Writing 
Tools 

Conference	  Notes	  
Writing	  Samples	  
Writer’s	  Notebook  
Mail	  Call	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Earlier	  Draft	  
Redraft/Fix	  It	  

	  

Writing 
Tools 

Conference	  Notes	  
Writing	  Samples	  

*Please	  note:	  	  THIS	  IS	  A	  GENERATIVE	  LIST,	  not	  a	  comprehensive	  list	  –	  let’s	  add	  ideas	  here.	  	  Also,	  many	  tools	  benefit	  and	  
provide	  evidence	  of	  multiple	  literacy	  skills.	  	  Thus,	  it	  can	  be	  hard	  to	  limit	  a	  tool	  as	  just	  a	  reading	  tool	  or	  writing	  tool.	  	  For	  
example,	  I	  utilize	  writing	  samples	  as	  a	  chief	  way	  that	  I	  diagnosis	  students’	  phonics	  as	  well	  as	  their	  growth	  in	  writing	  skills.	  
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Key to Assessment Guide 
	  

Many of the tools listed in this guide are profiled in my handouts and/or 
offered in Bonnie Campbell Hill’s Classroom Based Assessments and 
Developmental Continuums. 

 

DRA:  Developmental Reading Assessment is an individually 
administered reading assessment developed by Joetta Beaver 

 

Fix It Strategy:  Student revises an earlier piece of his/her writing to 
reflect what he/she now knows as a writer; Also see Show Me What You 
Learned. 

 

Mail Call:  Back and forth letters between student and teacher and 
student to student. 

 

Observation Survey:  Developed by Marie Clay, this is an individual 
reading assessment tool to evaluate our youngest students growing 
literacy skills.   

 

Post a Page:  Students places a sticky note on a page of text he/she can 
read (and understand).  If the child is able, student records his/her name, 
the date, the text title, and a brief comment or one sentence summary of 
his/her thinking about this page. 
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Aligning Continuum Descriptors to                                                
“Open Book” Comprehension Strategies                                                 

© Laura Benson 
What should I look for in a student’s reading work to 
understand where this child is on his/her journey?  Sitting with 
students in conferences and pouring over evidence of their 
reading work, knowing what to look for is critical.  
Understanding each child’s development and, thus, truly 
knowing our students as individuals helps us provide all our 
students responsive and edifying instruction.   

Dr. Bonnie Hill’s developmental continuum research details 
key descriptors of students’ reading behaviors (and literacy 
behaviors).  Utilizing Dr. Hill’s continuum descriptors, I 
considered how each descriptor could be evidence of a 
student’s growing reading skills.  Of course, to know that any 
descriptor is a student’s habit of thinking, I look for evidence 
of this skill/strategy over time and in a variety of text.  In 
other words, I look for patterns and I triangulate my 
evaluation of a student’s reading.   

Aligning the continuum descriptors to the comprehension 
strategy research and our classroom implementations, please 
note that I have included duplications (purposefully) to 
illustrate the interdependency of literacy processes and to 
highlight the need for students to use multiple strategies as 
they read, write, think, and learn.  Additionally, my linkages 
above are approximations and based on my experiences.  You 
may need and want to make revisions to my thoughts here.  
Please know that I respect and encourage you to make this 
tool reflect your understanding and pedagogy. 
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Preconventional 
Ages 3-5 

Monitoring Understanding 

•   Begins to choose reading materials. 
•   Shows interest in reading signs, labels, and logos. 
•   Recognizes own name in print. 
•   Holds book and turns pages correctly. 
•   Shows beginning/end of book or story. 
•   Knows some letter names. 
•   Listens and responds to literature. 
•   Comments on illustrations in books. 
•   Participates in group reading (books, rhymes, poems, and songs). 

Connecting 

•   Recognizes own name in print. 
•   Comments on illustrations in books. 
•   Knows some letter names. 
•   Participates in group reading (books, rhymes, poems, and songs). 

Questioning 

•   Comments on illustrations in books. 
•   Participates in group reading (books, rhymes, poems, and songs). 

Inferring 

•   Comments on illustrations in books. 
•   Participates in group reading (books, rhymes, poems, and songs). 

Identifying Important Ideas 

•   Recognizes own name in print. 
•   Comments on illustrations in books. 
•   Shows beginning/end of book or story. 
•   Participates in group reading (books, rhymes, poems, and songs). 

Synthesizing 

•   Comments on illustrations in books. 
•   Shows beginning/end of book or story. 
•   Participates in group reading (books, rhymes, poems, and songs). 
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Emerging 
Ages 4-6 

Monitoring 

•   Memorizes pattern books, poems, and familiar books. 
•   Begins to read signs, labels, and logos (environmental print). 
•   Demonstrates eagerness to read. 
•   Uses illustrations to tell stories. 
•   Reads top to bottom, left to right, and front to back with guidance. 
•   Knows most letter names and some letter sounds. 
•   Recognizes some names and words in context. 
•   Rhymes and plays with words. 
•   Participates in reading of familiar books and poems. 

Connecting 

•   Memorizes pattern books, poems, and familiar books. 
•   Begins to read signs, labels, and logos (environmental print). 
•   Connects books read aloud to own experience with guidance. 
•   Knows most letter names and some letter sounds. 
•   Recognizes some names and words in context. 
•   Rhymes and plays with words. 
•   Participates in reading of familiar books and poems. 

Questioning 

•   Participates in reading of familiar books and poems. 

Inferring 

•   Makes meaningful predictions with guidance. 
•   Participates in reading of familiar books and poems. 

Identifying Important Ideas 

•   Uses illustrations to tell stories. 
•   Reads top to bottom, left to right, and front to back with guidance. 
•   Participates in reading of familiar books and poems. 

Synthesizing 

•   Uses illustrations to tell stories. 
•   Participates in reading of familiar books and poems. 
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Developing 
Ages 5-7 

Monitoring Understanding 

•   Reads books with simple patterns. 
•   Begins to read own writing. 
•   Begins to read independently for short periods (5 – 10 minutes). 
•   Discusses favorite reading material with others. 
•   Relies on illustrations and print. 
•   Uses finger-print-voice matching. 
•   Knows most letter sounds and letter clusters. 
•   Recognizes simple words. 
•   Uses growing awareness of sound segments (e.g., phonemes, syllables, rhymes) to read words. 
•   Identifies titles and authors in literature (text features). 
•   Retells main event or ideas in literature. 
•   Participates in guided literature discussions. 
•   Sees self as reader. 
•   Explains why literature is liked/disliked during class discussion with guidance. 

Connecting 

•   Reads books with simple patterns. 
•   Participates in guided literature discussions. 

Questioning 

•   Participates in guided literature discussions. 

Inferring 

•   Begins to make meaningful predictions. 
•   Participates in guided literature discussions. 

Identifying Important Ideas 

•   Identifies titles and authors in literature (text features). 
•   Retells main event or ideas in literature. 
•   Participates in guided literature discussions. 

Synthesizing 

•   Retells main event or ideas in literature. 
•   Participates in guided literature discussions. 
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Beginning 
Ages 6-8 

Monitoring Understanding 

Begins to self-correct. 

Uses basic punctuation when reading orally. 

Chooses reading materials independently. 

Uses meaning cues (context). 

Uses sentence cues (grammar). 

Uses letter/sound cues and patterns. 

Identifies own reading behaviors with guidance. 

Connecting 

  Uses meaning cues (context). 

  Uses sentence cues (grammar). 

  Uses letter/sound cues and patterns. 

Questioning 

  Identifies own reading behaviors with guidance. 

Inferring 

  Uses meaning cues (context). 

  Identifies own reading behaviors with guidance. 

Identifying Importance & Synthesizing 

  Reads and follows simple directions with guidance. 

  Identifies basic genres. 

  Learns & shares information from reading. 

  Discusses characters and story events with guidance. 

  Retells beginning, middle, and end with guidance. 
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Expanding 
Ages 7-9 

Monitoring Understanding 

 Reads easy chapter books. 

 Chooses, reads, and finishes a variety of materials at appropriate level with guidance. 

 Begins to read aloud with fluency. 

 Reads silently for increasingly longer periods (15-30 minutes). 

 Uses reading strategies appropriately, depending on the text and purpose. 

 Uses word structure cues (e.g., root words, prefixes, suffixes, word chunks) when encountering    
unknown words. 

Increases vocabulary by using meaning cues (context). 

Self-corrects for meaning. 

Follows written directions. 

Responds to and makes personal connections with facts, characters, and situations in literature. 

Summarizes and retells story events in sequential order. 

 Identifies own reading strategies and sets goals with guidance. 

Connecting 

Uses word structure cues (e.g., root words, prefixes, suffixes, word chunks) when encountering  

unknown words. 
Responds to and makes personal connections with facts, characters, and situations in literature. 
Compares and contrasts characters and story events. 

Inferring 

“Reads between the lines” with guidance. 

Identifying Important Ideas 

Identifies chapter titles and table of contents (text organizers). 

Synthesizing 

Summarizes and retells story events in sequential order. 

Follows written directions. 
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Bridging 
Ages 8-10 

Monitoring Understanding 

Reads medium level chapter books. 
Chooses reading materials at appropriate level. 
Expands knowledge of different genres (e.g., realistic fiction, historical fiction, and fantasy). 
Reads aloud with expression. 
Increases vocabulary by using context cues, other reading strategies, and resources (e.g.,   
     dictionary and thesaurus) with guidance. 
Follows multi-step written directions independently. 
Discusses setting, plot, characters, and point of view (literary elements) with guidance. 
Responds to issues and ideas in literature as well as facts or story events. 
Participates in small group literature discussions with guidance. 
Uses reasons and examples to support ideas and opinions with guidance. 
 

Connecting 

Demonstrates understanding of the difference between fact and opinion. 
Makes connections to other authors, books, and perspectives. 
Participates in small group literature discussions with guidance. 
Uses reasons and examples to support ideas and opinions with guidance. 
 

Questioning 

  Participates in small group literature discussions with guidance. 

 

Inferring 

  Demonstrates understanding of the difference between fact and opinion. 

  Participates in small group literature discussions with guidance. 

  Uses reasons and examples to support ideas and opinions with guidance. 
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Identifying Important Ideas 

Uses resources (e.g., encyclopedias, CD-ROMs, and nonfiction texts) to locate and sort    
     information with guidance.  

Gathers information by using the table of contents, captions, glossary, and index (text    
     organizers) with guidance. 

Gathers and uses information from graphs, charts, tables, and maps with guidance. 

Demonstrates understanding of the difference between fact and opinion. 

Follows multi-step written directions independently. 

Discusses setting, plot, characters, and point of view (literary elements) with guidance. 

Responds to issues and ideas in literature as well as facts or story events. 

Participates in small group literature discussions with guidance. 

Uses reasons and examples to support ideas and opinions with guidance. 

 

Synthesizing 

  Participates in small group literature discussions with guidance. 

  Uses reasons and examples to support ideas and opinions with guidance. 
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Fluent 
Ages 9-11 

Monitoring Understanding 

  Reads challenging children's literature. 

  Selects, reads, and finishes a wide variety of genres with guidance. 

  Begins to develop strategies and criteria for selecting reading materials. 

  Reads aloud with fluency, expression, and confidence. 

  Reads silently for extended periods (30-40 min.). 

  Generates thoughtful oral and written responses in small group literature discussions with  

       guidance. 

  Begins to use new vocabulary in different subjects and in oral and written response to literature. 

  Begins to set goals and identifies strategies to improve reading. 

 

Connecting 

  Generates thoughtful oral and written responses in small group literature discussions with  

       guidance. 

  Begins to use new vocabulary in different subjects and in oral and written response to literature. 

 

Questioning 

  Generates thoughtful oral and written responses in small group literature discussions with  

       guidance. 

 

Inferring 

  Begins to gain deeper meaning by "reading between the lines." 

  Generates thoughtful oral and written responses in small group literature discussions with  

       guidance. 
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Identifying Important Ideas 

  Begins to use resources (e.g., encyclopedias, articles, Internet, and nonfiction texts) to locate  

       information. 

  Gathers information using the table of contents, captions, glossary, and index (text organizers)  

       independently. 

  Begins to use resources (e.g., dictionary and thesaurus) to increase vocabulary in different  

       subject areas. 

  Begins to discuss literature with reference to setting, plot, characters, and theme (literary  

       elements), and author's craft. 

  Generates thoughtful oral and written responses in small group literature discussions with  

       guidance. 

  Begins to use new vocabulary in different subjects and in oral and written response to literature. 

 

Synthesizing 

  Generates thoughtful oral and written responses in small group literature discussions with  

       guidance. 

  Begins to use new vocabulary in different subjects and in oral and written response to literature. 
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Proficient 
Ages 10-13 

Monitoring Understanding 

Reads complex children's literature. 

Reads and understands informational texts (e.g., want ads, brochures, schedules, catalogs,  

     manuals) with guidance. 

Develops strategies and criteria for selecting reading materials independently. 

Uses resources (e.g., encyclopedias, articles, Internet, and nonfiction texts) to locate information  

     independently. 

Gathers and analyzes information from graphs, charts, tables, and maps with guidance. 

Integrates information from multiple nonfiction sources to deepen understanding of a topic with  

     guidance. 

Uses resources (e.g., dictionary and thesaurus) to increase vocabulary independently. 

Identifies literary devices (e.g., similes, metaphors, personification, and foreshadowing). 

Discusses literature with reference to theme, author's purpose, and style (literary elements), and  

     author's craft. 

Begins to generate in-depth responses in small group literature discussions. 

Begins to generate in-depth written responses to literature. 

Uses increasingly complex vocabulary in different subjects and in oral and written response to  

     literature. 

Uses reasons and examples to support ideas and conclusions. 

Probes for deeper meaning by "reading between the lines" in response to literature. 

 

Connecting 

Uses increasingly complex vocabulary in different subjects and in oral and written response to  

     literature. 

 

Questioning 
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Probes for deeper meaning by "reading between the lines" in response to literature. 

Inferring 

Uses reasons and examples to support ideas and conclusions. 

Probes for deeper meaning by "reading between the lines" in response to literature. 

Identifying Important Ideas 

Uses resources (e.g., encyclopedias, articles, Internet, and nonfiction texts) to locate information    

     independently. 
Gathers and analyzes information from graphs, charts, tables, and maps with guidance. 

Integrates information from multiple nonfiction sources to deepen understanding of a topic with  

     guidance. 

Uses resources (e.g., dictionary and thesaurus) to increase vocabulary independently. 

Identifies literary devices (e.g., similes, metaphors, personification, and foreshadowing). 

Discusses literature with reference to theme, author's purpose, and style (literary elements), and  

     author's craft. 

Begins to generate in-depth responses in small group literature discussions. 

Begins to generate in-depth written responses to literature. 

Uses increasingly complex vocabulary in different subjects and in oral and written response to  

     literature. 

Uses reasons and examples to support ideas and conclusions. 

Synthesizing 

Discusses literature with reference to theme, author's purpose, and style (literary elements), and  

     author's craft. 

Begins to generate in-depth responses in small group literature discussions. 

Begins to generate in-depth written responses to literature. 

Uses increasingly complex vocabulary in different subjects and in oral and written response to  

     literature. 

Uses reasons and examples to support ideas and conclusions. 
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Connecting 

Ages	  11-‐14	  

Monitoring	  	  

Reads	  complex	  children's	  literature	  and	  young	  adult	  literature.	  

Selects,	  reads,	  and	  finishes	  a	  wide	  variety	  of	  genres	  independently.	  

Begins	  to	  choose	  challenging	  reading	  materials	  and	  projects.	  

Generates	  in-‐depth	  responses	  and	  sustains	  small	  group	  literature	  discussions.	  

Generates	  in-‐depth	  written	  responses	  to	  literature.	  

Begins	  to	  evaluate,	  interpret,	  and	  analyze	  reading	  content	  critically.	  

Begins	  to	  develop	  criteria	  for	  evaluating	  literature.	  

Seeks	  recommendations	  and	  opinions	  about	  literature	  from	  others.	  

Sets	  reading	  challenges	  and	  goals	  independently.	  

Connecting	  

Generates	  in-‐depth	  responses	  and	  sustains	  small	  group	  literature	  discussions.	  

Generates	  in-‐depth	  written	  responses	  to	  literature.	  

Begins	  to	  evaluate,	  interpret,	  and	  analyze	  reading	  content	  critically.	  

Questioning	  &	  Inferring	  

Generates	  in-‐depth	  responses	  and	  sustains	  small	  group	  literature	  discussions.	  

Generates	  in-‐depth	  written	  responses	  to	  literature.	  

Begins	  to	  evaluate,	  interpret,	  and	  analyze	  reading	  content	  critically.	  

Identifying	  Important	  Ideas	  &	  Synthesizing	  

Generates	  in-‐depth	  responses	  and	  sustains	  small	  group	  literature	  discussions.	  

Generates	  in-‐depth	  written	  responses	  to	  literature.	  

Begins	  to	  evaluate,	  interpret,	  and	  analyze	  reading	  content	  critically.	  

Begins	  to	  develop	  criteria	  for	  evaluating	  literature.	  

Begins	  to	  gather,	  analyze,	  and	  use	  information	  from	  graphs,	  charts,	  tables,	  and	  maps.	  

Integrates	  nonfiction	  information	  to	  develop	  deeper	  understanding	  of	  a	  topic	  
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	  	  	  	  	  independently.	  
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Independent 

Monitoring	  

Reads	  young	  adult	  and	  adult	  literature.	  

Chooses	  and	  comprehends	  a	  wide	  variety	  of	  sophisticated	  materials	  with	  ease	  (e.g.,	  newspapers,	  
magazines,	  manuals,	  novels,	  and	  poetry).	  

Reads	  and	  understands	  informational	  texts	  (e.g.,	  manuals,	  consumer	  reports,	  applications,	  and	  forms)	  

Reads	  challenging	  material	  for	  pleasure	  independently.	  

Reads	  challenging	  material	  for	  information	  and	  to	  solve	  problems	  independently.	  

Perseveres	  through	  complex	  reading	  tasks.	  

Contributes	  unique	  insights	  and	  supports	  opinions	  in	  complex	  literature	  discussions.	  

Pursues	  a	  widening	  community	  of	  readers	  independently.	  

Connecting	  

Adds	  depth	  to	  responses	  to	  literature	  by	  making	  insightful	  connections	  to	  other	  reading	  and	  
experiences.	  

Contributes	  unique	  insights	  and	  supports	  opinions	  in	  complex	  literature	  discussions.	  

Questioning	  

Reads	  challenging	  material	  for	  information	  and	  to	  solve	  problems	  independently.	  

Inferring	  

Contributes	  unique	  insights	  and	  supports	  opinions	  in	  complex	  literature	  discussions.	  

Reads	  challenging	  material	  for	  information	  and	  to	  solve	  problems	  independently.	  

Identifying	  Important	  Ideas	  &	  Synthesizing	  

Analyzes	  literary	  devices	  (e.g.,	  metaphors,	  imagery,	  irony,	  and	  satire).	  

Gathers,	  analyzes,	  and	  uses	  information	  from	  graphs,	  charts,	  tables,	  and	  maps	  independently.	  

Contributes	  unique	  insights	  and	  supports	  opinions	  in	  complex	  literature	  discussions.	  

Evaluates,	  interprets,	  and	  analyzes	  reading	  content	  critically.	  

Develops	  and	  articulates	  criteria	  for	  evaluating	  literature.	  
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KEY  BENCHMARK  BOOKS  
Dr. Bonnie Campbell Hill, 2001 

PRECONVENTIONAL/EMERGING 

Look! Look! Look! by Tana Hoban 

Good Dog, Carl by Alexandra Day 

School by Emily Arnold McCully 

Dig, Dig by Leslie Wood 

The Bath by Judy Nayer 

A Party by Joy Cowley 

A Toy Box by Andrea Butler 

Look What I Can Do by Jose Aruego 

A Zoo by Andrea Butler 

Growing Colors by Bruce McMillan (NF) 

EMERGING 

Have You Seen My Cat? by Eric Carle 

Have You Seen My Duckling? by Nancy Tafuri 

Brown Bear, Brown Bear, What Do You See? by Bill Martin, Jr. 

The Bicycle by Joy Cowley 

I Went Walking by Sue Williams 

The Chick and the Duckling by Mirra Ginsburg 

I Like Books by Anthony Browne 

Mary Wore Her Red Dress by Merle Peek 

School Bus by Donald Crews 

We Like the Sun by Ena Keo (NF) 
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DEVELOPING: EARLY 

All By Myself by Mercer Mayer 

Quick as a Cricket by Audrey Wood 

Mrs. Wishy-Washy by Joy Cowley 

Go, Dog, Go by P. D. Eastman 

Where’s Spot? by Eric Hill 

Dear Zoo by Rod Campbell 

A Dark, Dark Tale by Ruth Brown 

Rosie’s Walk by Pat Hutchins 

Our Sense by Brenda Parkes (NF)  

  

DEVELOPING: LATER 

Soccer Game! by Grace Maccarone 

Cookie’s Week by Cindy Ward 

The Carrot Seed by Ruth Kraus 

More Spaghetti, I Say! by Rita Gelman 

Just Like Daddy by Frank Asch 

Sheep in a Jeep by Nancy Shaw 

I Like Me by Nancy Carlson 

Mouse Paint by Ellen Stoll Walsh 

Each Peach Pear Plum by Janet and Allan Ahlberg 

Bread, Bread, Bread by Ann Morris (NF) 
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BEGINNING: EARLY (EARLY-READER BOOKS) 

Put Me In the Zoo by Robert Lopshire 

Whose Mouse Are You? by Robert Kraus 

Just Me and My Puppy by Mercer Mayer 

The Napping House by Audrey Wood 

There’s a Nightmare in My Closet by Mercer Mayer 

Are You My Mother? by P. D. Eastman 

Hop on Pop by Dr. Seuss 

Green Eggs and Ham by Dr. Seuss 

The Cat in the Hat by Dr. Seuss 

Mighty Spiders by Fay Robinson (NF) 

	  

BEGINNING: LATER (HARDER EARLY-READERS) 

Mouse Soup by Arnold Lobel 

Little Bear series by Else Holmelund Minarik 

Oliver Button is a Sissy by Tomie de Paola 

Poppleton series by Cynthia Rylant 

Nate the Great series by Marjorie Weinman Sharmat 

Frog and Toad series by Arnold Lobel 

Henry and Mudge series by Cynthia Rylant 

Pinky and Rex series by James Howe 

Dancing with the Manatees by Faith McNulty (NF) 

Keep the Lights Burning, Abbie by Connie and Peter Roop (NF) 
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EXPANDING: EARLY (EASY CHAPTER BOOKS) 

Polk Street series by Patricia Reilly Giff 

Pee Wee Scouts series by Judy Denton 

Cam Jansen series by David Adler 

Junie B. Jones series by Barbara Park 

Arthur series by Marc Brown 

Magic Treehouse series by Mary Pope Osborne 

Marvin Redpost series by Louis Sachar 

Freckle Juice by Judy Blume 

Bailey School Kids series by Marcia Thorton Jones and Debbie Dadey 

Kate Shelley and the Midnight Express by Margaret Wetterer (NF) 

	  

EXPANDING: LATER (EASY CHAPTER BOOKS) 

The Littles series by John Peterson 

Flat Stanley by Jeff Brown 

Chalk Box Kid by Clyde Robert Bulla 

Stories Julian Tells series by Ann Cameron 

Pioneer Cat by William Hooks 

Amber Brown series by Paula Danziger 

All About Sam by Lois Lowry 

Wayside School series by Louis Sachar 

The Titanic: Lost . . . And Found by Judy Donnelly (NF) 

Pompeii . . . Buried Alive! by Edith Kunhardt (NF) 
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BRIDGING: EARLY (MEDIUM LEVEL CHAPTER BOOKS) 

Ramona series by Beverly Cleary 

Boxcar Children series by Gertrude Chandler Warner 

Goosebumps series by R. L. Stine 

How to Eat Fried Worms by Thomas Rockwell 

Yang the Third series by Lensey Namioka 

Baby-Sitter’s Club series by Ann Martin 

Superfudge series by Judy Blume 

Koya DeLaney series by Eloise Greenfield 

Bunnicula by Deborah and James Howe 

Five Notable Inventors by Wade Hudson (NF) 

  

	  

	  

BRIDGING: LATER (MEDIUM LEVEL CHAPTER BOOKS) 

Fantastic Mr. Fox by Roald Dahl 

Soup and Me series by Robert Newton Peck 

Encyclopedia Brown series by Donald Sobol 

Bingo Brown series by Betsy Byars 

The Time Warp Trio series by Jon Scieszka 

Charlotte’s Web by E. B. White 

Babe: The Gallant Pig by Dick King-Smith 

Sarah, Plain and Tall by Patricia MacLachlan 

The Magic Schoolbus series by Joanna Cole (NF) 

Amazing Poisonous Animals by Alexandra Parsons (Eyewitness Junior series) (NF) 
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FLUENT (CHALLENGING CHILDREN’S LITERATURE) 

Charlie and the Chocolate Factory by Roald Dahl 

Shiloh series by Phyllis Reynolds Naylor 

Nancy Drew series by Carolyn Keene 

Little House series by Laura Ingalls Wilder 

Hatchet by Gary Paulsen 

The War with Grandpa by Robert Kimmel Smith 

In the Year of the Boar and Jackie Robinson by Bette Bao Lord 

The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe by C. S. Lewis 

My Side of the Mountain by Jean Craighead George 

Muscles: Our Muscular System series by Seymour Simon (NF) 

  

	  

PROFICIENT (COMPLEX CHILDREN’S LITERATURE) 

The Watsons Go to Birmingham – 1963 by Christopher Paul Curtis 

Julie of the Wolves by Jean Craighead George 

The Boggart by Susan Cooper 

Number the Stars by Lois Lowry 

Bridge to Terabithia by Katherine Paterson 

Holes by Louis Sachar 

Island of the Blue Dolphins by Scott O’Dell 

Maniac Magee by Jerry Spinelli 

You Want Women to Vote, Lizzie Stanton? by Jean Fritz (NF) 

Immigrant Kids by Russell Freedman (NF) 
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CONNECTING (COMPLEX CHILDREN’S LITERATURE/YOUNG ADULT LITERATURE) 

A Wrinkle in Time by Madeleine L’Engle 

The True Confessions of Charlotte Doyle by Avi 

The Witch of Blackbird Pond by Elizabeth George Speare 

Slave Dancer by Paula Fox 

Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry by Mildred Taylor 

Redwall series by Brian Jacques 

The Giver by Lois Lowry 

The View from Saturday by E. L. Konigsburg 

Nightjohn by Gary Paulsen 

Children of the Dust Bowl by Jerry Stanley (NF) 

  

	  

INDEPENDENT (YOUNG ADULT LITERATURE) 

Shabanu by Suzanne Fisher Staples 

Ironman by Chris Crutcher 

The Hobbit series by J. R. Tolkien 

The Devil’s Arithmetic by Jane Yolen 

The Golden Compass series by Philip Pullman 

The Outsiders by S. E. Hinton 

The Ear, the Eye, and the Arm by Nancy Farmer 

Anne Frank: The Diary of a Young Girl (autobiography) by Anne Frank (NF) 

Children of Topaz by Michael O. Tunnell and George Chilcoat (NF) 

Lincoln: A Photobiography (biography) by Russell Freedman (NF) 
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Si(Sibberson & Szymusiak, 2009; Hagerty, 2009; Diller, 2004) 

 

Student’s name __________________________________  Reading level____________  
 

            
Qualities  

First  
grading  
period  

Second  
grading  
period  

Third  
grading  
period  

Fourth  
grading  
period  

Shows enthusiasm for reading     
Initiates own reading     
Chooses appropriate books     
Comprehends what is read     
Actively participates in share sessions     
Writes effective responses     
Follows the rules of the workshop     
Is attentive during mini-lessons     
Sustains reading for at least 30 minutes     
Reads a variety of genre     
Uses a variety of strategies to help with 
comprehension  

    

Uses a variety of strategies when encountering 
unknown words 

    

Reads fluently     
Keeps a log of books read     
Uses silent reading time appropriately     
Writes meaningful goals     
Requests meaningful help when confused     
Works at reaching goals     
Supports other readers     
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Student Record Keeping 
 

~ A Log of My Reading Journeys ~ 

# Title Author Begin/End 
Dates 

Genre Comment 

      
      
      

There are so many options… 

 

 

Date Title Author Easy, Just 
Right, 

Challenge 
Text  

Minutes 
Logged/ 
Pages 
Read 
Today 

Comments 

 
 

     

 
 

     

 
 

     

Adapted from:  Fountas and Pinnell, Reader’s Notebook, Heinemann 
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PATTERNS  OF  PERFORMANCE:  Class  List  Planning  Tool  

Student’s  Name   Student’s 
Strengths 

Student’s 
Needs/Goals 

Next Steps of 
Learning 

           
           
           
           
           
           
           
           
           
           
           
           
           
           
           
           
           
           
           
           
           
           
           
           
           
           
           
           
           
REFLECT  to  Plan:  
As  you  reflect  on  your  whole  class,  what  patterns  are  emerging?    Highlight  or  code  those  OR  record  patterns  here:  
  
  
  
Do  you  see  a  common  goal  of  learning  which  would  benefit  all  your  students?    Can  you  identify  an  edifying  “next”  
unit  of  study  for  your  class?  
  
  
  
How  can  you  utilize  students’  strengths  to  help  minister  to  their  needs?  
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Standards-
based 

Checklists 
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Standard:  Write opinion pieces in which they introduce the topic or 
name the book they are writing about, state an opinion, supply a 
reason for the opinion, and provide some sense of closure. 

 

Standards-based Checklist/Monitoring Tool 

Grade: 1st       Subject/Unit: Opinion Writing W.1.1  

 
 

Student 

KNOW 
opinion; 

opinion pieces; 
topic; book; 

reason; 
closure 

 

DO 
WRITE opinion pieces/ 

WRITE to express an opinion; 
INTRODUCE topic/ 

INTRODUCE name of book; 
STATE an opinion 

SUPPLY reason for opinion; 
PROVIDE closure 

Comments 

Ahmed 9/11+ 
9/18 / 

9/11 + 
9/14+ 
9/23 + 

 

Ali    
Amira    
Bassam    
Fatima    
Hana    
Hani    
Hassan    
Husam    
Huda    
Isa    
Ismail    
Jaffar    
Jamil    
Juma    
Layla    
Nacira    
Sabah    
Samir    
Yousif    
Zahra    
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Standard: Write opinion pieces on topics or texts, supporting a 
point of view with reasons and information. 

a. Introduce a topic or text clearly, state an opinion, and create an organizational 
structure in which related ideas are grouped to support the writer’s purpose. 
b. Provide reasons that are supported by facts and details. 
c. Link opinion and reasons using words and phrases (e.g., for instance, in order to, in 
addition). 
d. Provide a concluding statement or section related to the opinion presented. 

 

Standards-based Checklist/Monitoring Tool 

Grade:  4th       Subject/Unit: Opinion Writing W.1.4 

 
 

Student 

KNOW 
Writer’s purpose; 
Opinion; 
Opinion pieces; 
Topics; 
Texts; 
Point of view; 
Reasons; 
Facts; 
Details; 
Information; 
Organizational structure; 
Relating ideas/grouping ideas; 
Linking words; 
Concluding statement 

DO 
WRITE opinion pieces; 
SUPPORT a point of view with 
reasons and information; 
INTRODUCE a topic or text clearly, 
STATE an opinion; 
CREATE an organizational structure; 
PROVIDE reasons supported by facts 
and details; 
LINK opinion and reasons; 
PROVIDE concluding statement/ 
section 
 

 

Comments 

Ahmed    
Ali    
Amira    
Bassam    
Fatima    
Hana    
Hani    
Hassan    
Husam    
Huda    
Isa    
Ismail    
Jaffar    
Jamil    
Juma    
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Layla    
Nacira    
Sabah    
Samir    
Yousif    
Zahra    
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STANDARD:  Write arguments to support claims with clear reasons and relevant 
evidence. 

a. Introduce claim(s), acknowledge alternate or opposing claims, and organize the reasons 
and evidence logically. 
b. Support claim(s) with logical reasoning and relevant evidence, using accurate, credible 
sources and demonstrating an understanding of the topic or text. 
c. Use words, phrases, and clauses to create cohesion and clarify the relationships among 
claim(s), reasons, and evidence. 
d. Establish and maintain a formal style. 
e. Provide a concluding statement or section that follows from and supports the argument 
presented. 
 

Standards-based Checklist/Monitoring Tool 

Grade: 7th       Subject/Unit: Opinion Writing W.1.7  

 
 

Student 

KNOW 
Arguments; 
Topic; 
Text; 
Claims; 
Opposing claims; 
Reasons/clear reasons; 
Logical reasoning 
Evidence; 
Relevant evidence; 
Accurate sources; 
Credible sources; 
Logical organization;  
Cohesive language; 
Formal style; 
Concluding statement 

 
. 

DO 
WRITE arguments; 
SUPPORT claims: 
+clear reasons, 
+relevant evidence, 
+with logical reasoning; 
INTRODUCE claim(s); 
ACKNOWLEDGE alternate or opposing 
claims; 
ORGANIZE reasons and evidence logically; 
USE accurate, credible sources; 
DEMONSTRATE understanding of the 
topic/text 
USE cohesive words/phrases/clauses;  
CLARIFY relationships 
(claim/s/reasons/evidence) 
ESTABLISH/MAINTAIN formal style; 
PROVIDE concluding statement/ section  

Comments 

Ahmed 9/11 + Arguments; Topic; 
Text; 9/18 rel. evid. +   

Ali    
Amira    
Bassam    
Fatima    
Hana    
Hani    
Hassan    
Husam    
Huda    
Isa    
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Ismail    
Jaffar    
Jamil    
Juma    
Layla    
Nacira    
Sabah    
Samir    
Yousif    
Zahra    
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Standards-based Checklist/Monitoring Tool 

Grade: Kindergarten     Subject/Unit: Science – Animals Two by Two  

 
 

Student 

KNOW 
Concepts:  

objects, organisms, 
events in environment; 

fish, snails, worms, isopods, 
gastropods, birds, plants, 
food, animals; life cycles 

 

DO 
Skills: 

Asking relevant questions; 
Identify and communicate basic 

needs; Identify, compare, contrast 
different & distinct environments and 

survival; Identify, sequence, & 
communicate life cycles of organisms; 

Observe, identify, & communicate 
food animals depend on. 

Comments 

Ahmed    
Ali    
Amira    
Bassam    
Fatima    
Hana    
Hani    
Hassan    
Husam    
Huda    
Isa    
Ismail    
Jaffar    
Jamil    
Juma    
Layla    
Nacira    
Sabah    
Samir    
Yousif    
Zahra    
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Standards-based Checklist/Monitoring Tool 

Grade: Kindergarten     Subject/Unit: Science – Animals Two by Two  

Student KNOW 
objects, 

organisms, 
events in 

environment 
, 
 
 

KNOW 
animals, 

birds, fish, 
snails, 
worms, 
isopods, 

gastropods 

KNOW 
food 

KNOW 
plants 

 

KNOW  
life 

cycles 

DO  
Asking 

relevant 
questions; 
Identify, 

sequence, & 
communicate 
life cycles of 
organisms; 
Observe, 

identify, & 
communicate 
food animals 
depend on. 

DO  
Identify and 

communicate 
basic needs; 

DO  
Identify, 
compare, 
contrast 

different & 
distinct 

environments 
and survival;  

COMMENTS 

Adel  
 

        

Dawood  
 

        

Emad  
 

        

Hameed  
 

        

Hayfa  
 

        

Isa  
 

        

Jinan  
 

        

Khali  
 

        

Mahmood  
 

        

Nader  
 

        

Naser  
 

        

Rashid  
 

        

Samir  
 

        

Wedad          
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Standards-based Checklist/Monitoring Tool 

Subject/Unit:  Physics – Electricity and Magnetism    Grade: 10 

 
 

Student 

KNOW – 
Concepts: 
Force exists between 
charges; Opposite 
charges attract;  
Like charges repel; 
Inverse square 
relationship with field 
forces  

DO –  
Skills: 
Describe, draw, create 
behavior of charges in 
electric field;   
Create field like diagrams 
demo. Appropriate filed 
about a point charge 

 

Comments 

Ahmed    
Ali    
Amira    
Bassam    
Fatima    
Hana    
Hani    
Hassan    
Husam    
Huda    
Isa    
Ismail    
Jaffar    
Jamil    
Juma    
Layla    
Nacira    
Sabah    
Samir    
Yousif    
Zahra    
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Standards-based Checklist/Monitoring Tool 

Subject/Unit:  Physics – Electricity and Magnetism    Grade: 10 

 
Student 

KNOW 
Force 
exists 

between 
charges 

 
 

KNOW 
Opposite 
charges 
attract 

 

KNOW 
Like 

charges 
repel 

 

KNOW 
Inverse 
square 

relationship 
with field 

forces 
 

*DO *DO *DO *DO COMMENTS 

Adel  
 

        

Dawood  
 

        

Emad  
 

        

Hameed  
 

        

Hayfa  
 

        

Isa  
 

        

Jinan  
 

        

Khali  
 

        

Mahmood  
 

        

Nader  
 

        

Naser  
 

        

Rashid  
 

        

Samir  
 

        

Wedad          
*You could use your “Proficiency Met” notes to outline what students need to do to gain evidence of their proficiency (from your 
RVIS Standards Analysis Template).   
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Developing Standards-Based Rubrics 
	  

 Novice Progressing Proficient Advanced 
 
Concepts 

  Unpacked Priority 
Standards  
 

 

 
Skills 
 

    

	  

	  

	  

	   Novice	   Progressing	   Proficient	   Advanced	  
	  
[Categories	  	  
of	  key	  learning	  
foci]	  

	   	   	  
Unpacked	  Priority	  
Standards	  	  
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I know I should be 
modeling literacy for 
my students but what 
does that really mean? 

 
 

  

  
Often Readers’ Workshop begins with a whole group gathering for a focus lesson or 
what many teachers call a mini-lesson.  During this time, a teacher directly instructs 

the whole class on a skill, strategy, or habit that they need to learn and use during 
their independent work (Collins) by modeling. It is helpful to establish a ritual for your 

focus/mini-lessons so that the children can predict and engage in their learning 
quickly and seamlessly. 
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Modeling and Demonstrating the Thinking Work 
of Readers & Writers 

 
Focus Lessons 

§   Are quick (5-15 minutes) 
 
§   Focus on one relevant student learning goal (usually over a long period 

of time) 
-   Procedures 
-   Craft 
-   Strategies 
-   Skills 

 

§   Have authentic purposes in the lives of readers/writers 
 
§   Build on previous focus lessons 
 
§   End with a connection/application to students’ independent 

reading/writing  
 
§   Use literature as models (while honoring students as child 

authors) 
 
§   Come from the needs, questions, passions of the students 

-   Our assessment data is key in making responsive teaching decisions. 
 
§   Are revisited 
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When planning mini-lessons, ask yourself: 
 
 

1.   What did I see my students do well? 
 
 
2.   What do my students need? 
 
 
3.   What are the students ready for?/What is the next easiest thing 

for my students to learn right now? 
 
 
4.   What is in my curriculum guide/units of study? 
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Focus Lesson Log 
Date Focus of Student Learning/ 

Teaching Point 
Active Learning 

Resources  
July 29 

Mon. 
Launch study of Inferring: Naming 
strategy and building concept for 
students’ natural use of inferential 
thinking “outside of text” 

Telephone game &/or 
wrapped presents; 
Self-Talk (bubble):  I 
bet... 

July 30 
Tues. 

Inferring: Naming strategy and 
building concept for students’ natural 
use of inferential thinking “outside of 
text” 

Body language game:  
act it out; use pictures 
AND/OR 
“Guess the Scent” 
game 

July 31 
Wed. 

Inferring:  Transfer concept by 
practicing inferring “in text” 
collaboratively 

Zoom/wordless picture 
book 

August 
2 
Fri. 

Inferring:  Infer from cover - title(s) 
and illustrations 

Big Mama’s, Trucks, 
The World of Dogs, & 
Tom (2-4 unfamiliar fiction & 
nonfiction books); practice 
inferring content from 
title & illustrations; Ask 
why? 

August 
5 

Mon. 

Inferring:  Noticing inferring in our 
lives (making connections to “out of 
text” and “in text” inferring); Continue 
inferring from introductory 
information 

When have you heard 
yourself say I bet…? 
 

Infer content of title-
“Comfort” (Little Dog 
Poems)  

August 
6 

Tues. 

Inferring:  Stop at cover to infer/ say I 
bet…; stop at bottom of page to 
infer/say I bet… 

Practice in 
“Endangered Animals” 
Mini Page 
 

Ask kids to name an I 
bet… for their reading 
before they leave our 
focus group circle 

*Active Learning Resources:  mentor text; anchor chart developed/posted; manipulatives such as speech bubbles; 
sticky notes, white boards, or metaphors; songs; movement; etc. 
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Gradual Release of Responsibility 
 

The gradual release of responsibility model of instruction suggests that 
the cognitive load should shift slowly and purposefully from teacher-as-
model, to joint responsibility, to independent practice and application by 
the learner (Pearson & Gallagher, 1983). 
 
 

GRR model stipulates that the teacher moves from assuming “all the 
responsibility for performing a task…to a situation in which the students 
assume all of the responsibility” (Duke & Pearson, 2002, p. 211).  This 
gradual release may occur over a day, week, month, or a year.   
 
 

Graves and Fitzgerald (2003) note “effective instruction often follows a 
progression in which teachers gradually do less of the work and students 
gradually assume increased responsibility for their learning.” 
 
 

A common framework for implementing the model is I do it; we do it; 
you do it…Many models lack a vital component:  learning through 
collaboration with peers (Fisher & Frey, 2008). 
 

The GRR model is the intersection of several theories and multiple research studies:   
•   Piaget’s (1952) work on cognitive structures and schema 
•   Vygotsky’s (1962; 1978) work on zones of proximal development 
•   Bandura’s (1965) work on attention, retention, reproduction, and motivation 
•   Wood, Bruner, and Ross’s (1976) work on scaffold instruction 
•   Pearson & Gallagher’s (1983) research with reading students 
•   Duke & Pearson’s (2002) studies on modeling & guided practice to build students’ 

independence as readers, writers, and learners 
•   Tomlinson’s (2001; 2003) research about differentiated learning 
•   Kersten’s (1987) studies articulating the importance of organizing instruction so that 

students increasingly take responsibility for their own learning 
•   Palinscar and Brown’s (1984) and Oczkus’ (2003) reciprocal teaching research 
•   Studies on the effectiveness of peer learning: 

+ Gersten & Baker’s (2000) with English language learners;  
+ Stevens & Slaven’s (1995) for students with disabilities; and 
+ Coleman & Gallagher’s (1995) learners identified as gifted.   

*From Better Learning Through Structured Teaching:  A Framework for the Gradual Release of Responsibility 
by Douglas Fisher & Nancy Frey (2008), p. 2-16 and 127-129. 
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Gradual Release of Responsibility 
 

From Better Learning Through Structured Teaching:  A Framework for the Gradual Release of 
Responsibility by Douglas Fisher & Nancy Frey (2008) 

 
 

What to look for in a Gradual Release of Responsibility Classroom:  
Identifying end result and determining acceptable evidence is essential to achieve desired 
outcomes (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005).  Here are some indicators coaches and administrators 
may use as they support teacher in developing a gradual release of responsibility of framework. 

v   Focus Lessons 
o   The teacher establishes the purpose for the lesson. 
o   Both content and language goals are established. 
o   The teacher uses “I” statements to modeling thinking. 
o   Questioning is used to scaffold instruction, not to interrogate students.   
o   The lesson includes a decision frame for when to use the skill or strategy. 
o   The lesson builds metacognitive awareness, especially indicators of success. 
o   Focus lessons move to guided instruction, not immediately to independent 

learning. 
 

v   Guided Instruction 
o   Small-group arrangements are evident. 
o   Group changes throughout the semester. 
o   The teacher plays an active role in guided instruction, not just circulating and 

assisting individual students. 
o   A dialogue occurs between students and the teacher as they begin to apply the 

skill or strategy. 
o   The teacher uses cues and prompts to scaffold understanding when a student 

makes an error and does not immediately tell the student the correct answer.   
 

v   Collaborative Learning 
o   Small-group arrangements are evident 
o   Grouping changes throughout the semester. 
o   The teacher has modeled concepts that students need to complete collaborative 

tasks. 
o   Students have received instruction of the concepts needed to complete 

collaborative tasks.   
 

v   Independent Tasks 
o   Students have received focus lessons, guided instruction, and collaborative 

learning experiences related to concepts needed to complete independent tasks. 
o   Independent tasks extend beyond practice to application and extension of new 

knowledge.   
o   The teacher meets with individual students for conferencing about the 

independent learning tasks.  
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Gradual Release of Responsibility in Classrooms 
  
In this Principal Leadership article, San Diego State University professors Nancy Frey and 
Douglas Fisher describe the gradual release of responsibility to student – and the ways 
principals should monitor and support this vital process. “Unfortunately,” say the 
authors, “in all too many classrooms releasing responsibility is too sudden and 
unplanned and results in misunderstandings and failure.” For example, some teachers 
expect all students to be prepared to discuss a topic after reading textbook chapters at 
home, do a problem set after watching a single demonstration, or pass a test after 
listening to a lecture.  
  
To release responsibility properly, Frey and Fisher believe teachers need to do four 
things well: 

• The focus lesson – Lasting 10-15 minutes, this establishes the purpose of the class 
(perhaps it’s written on the board and reiterated to students) and gives students 
a model of expert thinking and vocabulary – the why in addition to the how. 
“Daily modeling is essential if students are going to understand complex 
content,” say the authors. Focus lessons should include “I” statements to model 
thinking, questioning that scaffolds instruction (not just interrogating students), 
ideas on when to use the skill or strategy, and indicators of successful learning. 
 
• Guided instruction – This consists of cues, prompts, and questions to help the 
teacher understand students’ thinking, provide scaffolding, get students doing 
some of the cognitive work, and gradually increase their understanding. The 
challenge here is dealing with the individual differences within each classroom. 
Students should be working in groups, with the teacher actively guiding 
dialogues as students begin to apply the skill or strategy and, when a student 
makes a mistake, not immediately supplying the right answer. 
 

•   Collaborative tasks – “To learn, to really learn, students must be engaged in 
productive group tasks that require interaction,” say Frey and Fisher. “They have 
to use the language and replicate the thinking of the discipline with their peers to 
really grasp it.” The challenge with collaborative tasks is making sure that every 
student participates and is accountable for learning and not freeloading off the 
work of others.  
 

•   Independent learning – Ideally, students apply what they have learned in class 
through “quickwrites” and other independent assignments, so the teacher can 
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monitor understanding before students do homework on their own. “The 
practice of assigning homework for missed class content will not result in 
student learning,” say Frey and Fisher. “In fact, it is more likely to reinforce 
misunderstanding because in many cases students are practicing ineffectively 
and incorrectly.” The key to successful independent work is effective purpose-
setting and modeling, guided instruction, and collaborative tasks, as well as the 
teacher conferencing with individual students about how their work is going. 

 
Principals should look for these four components in classrooms, say the authors, to 
make sure that students are being “apprenticed” in the ideas and language of the 
discipline. And they should coach teachers in these ways: 

v   Clarity on learning goals – If teachers don’t agree with the principal on what 
students are supposed to be learning, the principal’s feedback will be worthless. 
The ideal situation is when teams of teachers collaboratively agree on learning 
goals that are aligned with standards. 
 

v   Objective feedback – A principal’s observations are most helpful when they deal 
in observable facts – for example, students sitting passively at their desks 
listening to the teacher for an extended period of time. 
 

v   Looking forward – With these two in place, the principal and teacher can talk 
about what’s next or what if, thinking collaboratively about how to improve 
instruction and learning. “Principals should encourage teachers to try things out, 
to experiment, and to think deeply about what works and what doesn’t work,” 
say Frey and Fisher.  

 
“Releasing responsibility to students is not easy,” conclude the authors. “Finding the 
time to spend in classrooms is difficult. So is having honest conversations with teachers 
about instruction, especially when students appear engaged and the teacher seems to 
have things under control. But the high expectations that educators and the community 
have for students will not be realized unless every instructional minute is purposeful 
and designed to increase student responsibility.”  
 
Nancy and Fisher, Douglas. (2009).  “The Release of Learning.” Principal Leadership. 
(Vol. 9, #6, p. 18-22). 
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Continuum for Student Learning 
Having determined student learning goal(s), I detail these intentions by developing a continuum 
for student learning.  For example, if we identify inferential thinking for a learning goal for our 
class, I then build a unit of study with continuum considerations such as: 

LAUNCHING	  LESSONS	  
* What lessons will help me launch this study of inferring with my students?                       

* What should I front load to create an invitational feel and immediate student success in 
practicing inferring?   

* Do all my students need all of these lessons?  Or, are some of these lessons more helpful 
to my younger readers?  And are some of these lessons more helpful to my mature 
readers?   

* Linking literacy learning, how can I demonstrate inferring as a word work tool? 

DEEPENING	  LESSONS	  
* Studying inferring over a long period of time, what lessons and experiences would 

deepen my students’ inferential thinking? 

* Differentiating learning, how can/should I develop small group collaborative from this 
menu? 

PRACTICE	  TEXTS	  
* What should my students read to practice this goal?   

* What do my students like to read? 

* What texts prompt students to utilize inferential thinking? 

ASSESSMENT	  &	  EVALUATION	  TOOLS	  
* How will I monitor my students’ use of inferring and their progress as inferential 

thinkers?   

* How will I know it is time to move students to more challenging, deepening lessons?   

* And how will I know my students are ready to move onto (another reading goal/s)? 
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A Portrait of Studying Inferential Thinking 

Inferring Early Learning Later Learning 
Inferences are the information 
readers supply.  Proficient 
readers go beyond the author’s 
explicit information; they make 
use of implicit information.   
Proficient readers infer by 
tapping into the vast store of 
knowledge gained from their 
lives which includes experiences 
with literature (Watson, 1997).   
 
Inferences are possible and 
necessary because no text is a 
complete representation of the 
meaning (Goodman, 1993). 
 
The difference between 
predicting and inferring is that 
predictions can be confirmed by 
reading and inferences are never 
explicitly stated in text (Lusche, 
2003).   
 
As we read text of any genre, we 
must negotiate the meaning of 
the words.  Sometimes the 
meanings are veiled with smoke 
or clouds.  At other times, the 
words give us only part of the 
meaning like having sixteen 
pieces of a twenty piece puzzle 
(Benson, 2000).  
 
While your eyes go down the 
printed page, your mind will be 
going between the lines, in and 
out and under and beyond the 
words (Waldman, 2000).   

Model, name, & explain inferring 
out of text first; move to easy 
texts next 
 
Inferring Self Talk 
“I bet…” 
“I bet…I knew it…” 
“I predict…I was  
surprised to learn/ find out…” 
“I guess…” 
“I think…” 
“Maybe…”  
 
Predicting using information in 
text to determine 
+what this will be about 
+what will happen next 
 
Guess ideas not stated in text 
 
Infer with text supports & 
features: 
+title 
+pictures/graphics 
+organization/format 
+font [bold print, italics, etc.] 
+repeated language/ideas 
 
Survey text to infer 
 
Draw on questioning & 
connections to create inference 
 
Connect inferring to previous 
literacy learning & content area 
studies: 
+cloze experiences 
+estimation (Math) 
+patterning (Math) 
+code/symbol (Math; Science) 
+hypothesize (Science) 
 

Inferring “beyond the text” 
 
Pronoun references  
 
Reading to confirm predictions; 
proving confirmations 
 
Genre-Based Inferring à 
Fiction: 
+character (development, feelings, etc.) 
+problem 
+solution 
+setting 
 
Nonfiction: 
+title; title & cover 
+read the last line/page first 
+main/big ideas 
 
Poetry: 
+message 
+language 
+lines, stanzas 
+organization/structure/format 
 
Punctuation clues/cues 
 
Drawing conclusions 
 
Cause & effect 
 
Foreshadowing 
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~ A Study of Inferential Thinking ~ 
 

 

 

Planning Phase of Study	  
 

Determining your students’ need to learn to infer or their need to deepen their inferential 
thinking, a few best ways to plan are: 

1.   Draw From Your Reading Well 
Pay attention to and record when, how, and why you infer as you read a variety of text.  A few 
weeks of this self-reflection helps inform your work with integrity and insight.  If you only have a 
few days, don’t worry.  You’ll see a multitude of examples of inferring in your reading by being 
“wide awake” to your thinking.  Jotting down how you are talking to yourself – yourself talk – to 
infer is especially clarifying and will enhance your confidence in modeling this often elusive 
comprehension strategy for your students. 
 

2.   Draw From Your Students’ Strengths 
Utilize students’ strengths, experiences, and habits of inferring to build a bridge to the new ways 
they need to use inferential thinking in their reading, writing, and (later in your study) content 
area learning.  Determine the ways your students already infer and jot those down in your plan 
book or writer’s notebook. 
 

3.   Marinate Students in Inferring 
Your read alouds can “lay the ground work” for your study of inferring.  Months, weeks, or even 
days before you begin your student of inferential thinking with your students, marinate the kids in 
inferences by gently and briefly voicing your inferences and putting inference-loaded texts into 
their lives (i.e. poetry, mysteries, riddles, etc.).  I share my self talk, my internal conversations in 
creating understanding, for inferring with students using “I bet…” and “I expect…because…” 
statements.  I try to keep these think alouds clean and focused on inferential thinking.  Later, I 
will demonstrate and explain to students that proficient readers use several or many 
comprehension strategies simultaneously.   I think of this pre-study marination as my “subliminal 
brain training.” 

Launching Phase of Study 
*Day 1 – 10 for Primary Grade Students                                                                                         
*Day 1 – 5 for Intermediate Grade and Secondary Students 

Ø   Read aloud voicing your inferential thinking.   
“I bet the dog will find the buried treasure…” 
“I think Kylie is feeling sad because the book says she bit her lip and walked away…Now, it says 
she is crying.  It seems like she is feeling really sad and worried about being left out of the 
game…”  
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Additionally, elicit responses from students to make read alouds a shared construction of the text 
and to hear their inferential thinking (and other evidence of their comprehension).  Note student 
success and strengths. 
 

Ø   Name and define inferring by showing students how they already infer out of text. 
Out of Text Inferring Experiences: 

v   Telephone Game 
“When you listen to someone talk on the telephone, you can often infer who they are 
talking to just by hearing one side of the conversation.  Let me show you how you already 
infer as I (pretend) to talk to someone on the phone…” 

v   Body Language 
“If I came into our classroom not talking but just doing this (frowning), you would be 
able to infer how I was feeling just by reading by body language.  Let’s try this with some 
other expressions.  I’ll make some faces and move my body into feelings and you call out 
how you infer that I am feeling…” 

v   Wrapped Presents 
v   Unknown Household/Occupational Objects 
v   Jokes, Pun, & Humor 
v   Art 
v   Music (Jazz, classical, and songs in new foreign languages are especially supportive.) 
v   Charades; Role Playing Characters 
v   Intonation/Voice Clues 
v   Scents and Smells 
v   Film & Television Experiences with Inferring 

 
Ø   Demonstrate how and why you infer in a variety of genres.  Reveal your self talk 

and post it for students.   
o   Start with easy texts first.  I often begin with wordless pictures books and poetry (for 

students of all ages/grade levels).   
o   Move to more complicated texts.  I model my inferential thinking with a vast variety of 

genres to help students understand the power and need to infer and to help them develop 
cognitive flexibility.   

o   Stop Sign – stop & talk – to infer from any of the following for any of the above texts: 
§   Title 
§   Cover 
§   Back blurb  
§   First lines/pages 
§   At the bottom of each page or paragraph (depending on students & text) 
§   At the beginning and end of each chapter 

o   Predict using information in text to determine: 
§   What this will be about 
§   What will happen next/what will be said next 

o   Guess ideas not stated in text 
o   Share how you are sensing meanings from text 
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o   Infer with text supports & features 
§   Title 
§   Pictures/graphics 
§   Organization/format 
§   Font [bold print, italics, etc.] 

o   Survey text to infer 
o   Draw on questioning and connect to create inference(s) 
o    

Ø   Infer collaboratively. 
o   Co-construct understanding with you students in texts such as wordless picture books, 

poetry, joke books, schema-based nonfiction, easy fiction, etc. 
o   _________________________________________________________ 

Ø   Draw pictures from read aloud 
 

Deepening Phase 
 

Ø   [See “Deep Thinking” article to read more about strategy units of study.] 
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INFERRENTIAL THINKING STUDY 
1) Help students see how they already infer – engage them “Out of Text” 

experiences first: Wrapped Presents; Body Language/Faces; Art; Games 
and Play; Telephone Game; Music & Sounds; Movies & T.V.; Jokes & 
Humor 

2) Name inferential thinking by modeling self-talk. 

 “I bet…”   “I sense…”    “I guess…”  

 “It feels like…”  “I think…”    “I predict…”  

 “From these clues, I infer…” “I’m not sure but I think…” 

3) Engage students in practicing inferential thinking with you, together, 
and collaboratively.  Student practice can be differentiated by the level, 
length, and type of texts you provide them.  Helpful practice texts and 
experiences include: poetry; wordless picture books; jokes, riddles, and puns; 
idioms; mysteries; predicting from text titles or headlines (or other text features such as 
visuals, captions, etc.).  Over the course of your multi-week (or throughout-the-year) 
study of inferring, engage students in reading texts of diverse genres. 

4) Assign students to practice inferring as they read independently.  As 
they read on their own, students implement the skills and strategies 
profiled via your modeling and group practice. Their implementation 
practice can be differentiated by the tasks you give students.  For example, 
help all your students understand the power of priming their thinking before they begin 
reading by predicting the content of the text with an “I bet…” prediction(s). More mature 
students (developmentally) can create more predictions and younger students can be 
asked to create just one or they may need extra support with you in creating one before 
they read.  Or, you have assign more mature or gifted students inferences about more 
implicit concepts and nudge your younger students’ inferring to more explicit or text 
based concepts or, perhaps, even pronoun reference inferring. 

5) Monitor students’ progress as inferential thinkers by  meeting with 
them in one-on-one conferences, small group discussion, and evidence 
gained from their oral, written, and artistic responses.   

6) As students create effective inferences/successful inferential thinking, 
enlist them to model and coach their peers about why and how 
inferences power our understanding. 
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How can I adapt my 
teaching to (really) 

differentiate learning 
for my class? 
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Differentiating Learning with the 5 T’s        L. Benson, 1997      

TARGET TIME TEXTS TASKS TEACHING 
Focus of student             Intensity 
learning                           of learning 
                                           and 
                                           teaching         
 

Supporting meaningful and 
joyful/purposeful transfer of 
learning into student’s 
independent  and 
collaborative reading and 
writing  

Practice-based 
learning; 
authentic  
assignments and 
activities  
to offer each 
student support & 
challenge  

Graduated, scaffolded 
instruction for ALL 
students ~“dosaged” 
individually and 
responsively 

student’s 
need(individual  
academic  need) & 
students’ need 
(common  academic  
need); 
data-based 
decisions 
 

Daily = 3 hours 
of literacy 
learning and 
instruction; 
indep.  Practice  =    
90  mins.  reading;  
45-‐‑75+  mins.    
writing 

+Student choice texts 
+Guided choice of texts 
 to engage student in 
texts which promote 
understanding/being 
understood 
+Short & spirited texts 
+Necessity  of  easy  level  
texts,  especially  first  practice    
texts;  As  child  grows,  
practice  moves  to  more  
challenging  texts  over  time.  

before r/w/l 
tasks  priming    
understanding  
individual 
&/or 
collaborative 

modeling and 
demonstrating 
r/w/t/l to reveal why  
&  how to use focus 
strategy/ 
skill/content; 
thinking aloud 

standards flexible and 
responsive 
time lines/ 
frames of 
learning  

+Book brothers/text sets; 
themed collections [texts  
clustered  by  common  topic  –  
author,  genre,  skill/  strategy  
focus,  theme,  content  area,  
etc.]  
+Book  club  texts texts  clustered  by  common  topic  –  author,  genre,  strategy  focus,  theme,  content  area  concept,  etc. 

during r/w/l 
tasks 
processing  
understanding  
individual 
and/or 
collaborative 
 

practicing 
collaboratively w/ 
varied grouping 
fellowships 
*teacher  &  students;  
peer  groups;  partners;  
student  initiated  
groups;  home  support  

curriculum; 
units of study; 
content area 
themes/units 

frequency of 
instruction 
& support 

diverse genres, cultures, 
& authors  
50  –  50  Rule:    50%  of  
students’  reading  is  
nonfiction  (including  poetry)  
and  50%  is  fiction;  
Mirror  &  Window  texts 

after r/w/l tasks 
retaining  
understanding  
individual 
&/or 
collaborative  

practicing 
independently; 
independent  practice  
supported  and  guided  
with  teacher  conferring  
for  feedback  and  
monitoring  as  well  as  
agendas,  checklists,  
tiered  activities  
centers,  learning  
stations,  etc.  

students’ 
passions & 
questions 

student use 
reading and 
writing out of 
school;  
daily home 
practice 

texts authored by 
students, children, 
and teachers 

student 
selected or 
innovated 
tasks 

student(s) as 
teacher & tutor 
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©Laura Benson, Director of Curriculum and Professional Development, ISS  ~ lbenson@iss.edu 	   Page	  99	  

Portraits  of  Differentiation  
Study of Inferential Thinking: 

Days 1 – 10 

  

WHOLE  GROUP  
Learning  

SMALL  GROUP  
Learning  

INDEPENDENT  
Learning  

Teacher meets 
with whole 
group/class to 
model, name, & 
explain why & 
how to infer 
meanings in/ 
from nonfic-
tion texts 

Teacher tailors students’ 
collaborative practice of 
inferring based on 
students’ strengths, needs, 
reading level, & interests; 
Practice inferring together 
in a variety of texts. 

Teacher assigns 
students independent 
practice of inferring 
 
Students practice 
inferring indep. 
“solo,” as partners, 
and at home 

Teacher and 
students 
practice 
inferring 
together in 
poetry, story 
picture books, 
songs, essays, 
etc. 

Practice inferring by… 
*Key Word Prediction 
*Connect Two 
*Cloze Passages 
…with lots of short & 
spirited texts 

Practice inferring by… 
*Self-Talk 
*Stop Signing 
*Bookmarks 
…in a variety of 
independent level 
reading texts 

Read  Alouds;  
Brain  Show  &  Tell;  
Interactive  Read  
Alouds;  
Shared  Reading;  
Talking  Circles  

Small  Group  Fellowships/Guided  
Reading;  Shared  Reading;  
Book  Club  Conversations;    
Word  Work  Study/Problem  Solving  
New  Words  

Independent  Reading;  
Reading  Conferences;  
Buddy  Reading;    
Writing  to  Understand;  
Word  Work  Study  

*All  above  teaching  decisions  based  on  students’  strengths,  needs,  reading  levels,  &  passions/interests.  
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Encouraging Students to Deepen Their 

Understanding              Oral, Written, and Artistic 

“Responding to Reading” Options 
&   Self-talk stems 

o   For example, say or record an “I wonder…” and/or “I learned…” thought/s. 

&   Letters and/or back and forth journals 
o   Between teacher and student 
o   Between peers 
o   Between student and family member/friend 
o   To author 
o   To respond to issue, social injustice, community need, etc. 

&  Thinking Maps  
&  Advance Organizer 
&  Graphic Organizer 
&  Double entry diary/journal 
&  Advice to your kindergarten buddy/sibling/family member 
&  Sentence starters or summary frames 
&  Infer or identify author’s purpose for writing the book 
&  Reading Rainbow style book commercial/reasons for choosing this book 
&  This book is easy, just right, or a challenge because… 
&  Character development activities (e.g. Character Report Card) 
&  Example of author’s craft (related to current or recent writing unit study) 
&  Skills based:  examples of similes, metaphors, prefixes, suffixes, etc. 
&   Write about the setting:  The setting of this story is____. I know this because ____. [*If 

setting is student’s/s’ current or recent learning focus] 

&   Prediction Frame:  Based on the ___, I think this book is about____. I think this because____.  
My prediction was _____ because____. 

&   Connections: “This reminds me of…” or text to text, text to self, text to world, text to TV/film 

&  How is the title a “promise of things to come?” 
&  Strikes and wonders 
&  Taxonomy/Alphaboxes 
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While most student response will be oral, writing does strengthen understanding.  Students should 
NOT have to write a written response about every text they read.  One written response or a few 
very short responses a week is a good rule of thumb for intermediate/secondary students. 

Model one written response in a focus lesson(s).  Expect all students to complete it within 2-3 
days (if appropriate.  Younger students are likely to need layers of collaborative practice first.). 

Over time, after students have learned many different forms of response, let them choose the best 
way to process and respond to their reading.  Establish an informative feedback schedule for response.  
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Sentence Starters for Responding to Reading 
~ Dr. Carol Wilcox, Denver Public Schools ~  

 

Fiction Prompts Non-Fiction Prompts 

I was surprised… I learned that… 

I wonder… I never knew…. 

I know the feeling of… I already knew that… 

My favorite character is… I was wrong to think… 

I love the way… I wonder… 

I wonder why… I still don’t know… 

I can’t understand why… An important date is… 

I noticed… I learned how to… 

The main problem is that… The confusing thing is… 

The setting is… This helped me explain… 

If I were… I was surprised… 

I was confused when… I also want to read… 

I predict… A new thing I learned is… 

I wish that… I predict… 

I felt that… I’d like to know more about… 

I want to learn more about… A question I have is… 

I wonder why the author … In my mind, I picture… 

I see a picture of… Some interesting facts are… 

I would recommend this book to… This chapter (book, article) answered my  

I had never thought about… questions about… 

I can relate to…. I can use this information for… 
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I know someone who reminds me of… I used to think____, but now… 

This made me think of… I would like to share my learning by… 

I was surprised…. I wonder….. 

A great word is… The most important thing I learned was… 

I felt sad when…  

 

 

 
Note:  Model for students how to support their responses using “because” when appropriate.   
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Science  Text  Set      

Sometimes,  if  not  often,  I  engage  students  in  reading  content  area  texts  during  our  
Readers’  Workshop.    I  differentiate  the  texts  the  children  read  based  on  their  reading  
level,  background  knowledge,  self-‐‑generated  questions,  passions,  etc.    Here’s  a  sample  of  
some  of  the  texts  my  students  and  I  might  draw  from  in  a  study  of  the  digestive  system.  

•   Pieces  authored  by  current  &  previous  students  
•   Photographs  and  other  visuals  
•   DVD’s,  documentaries/television,  and  video  clips  highlighting  the  digestive  system  
•   “Cheese”  and  “Seaweed”  from  It’s  Disgusting  and  We  Ate  It!    True  Food  Facts  From  

Around  the  World  and  Throughout  History  by  James  Solheim  (1998)  
•   “Enzymes”  from  Science  Experiments  You  Can  Eat  by  Vicki  Cobb  (1972)  
•   “Digestion:    Down  The  Tube”  from  Blood  and  Guts:    A  Working  Guide  to  Your  Own  Insides  

by  Linda  Allison  (1976)  
•   The  Magic  School  Bus  Inside  The  Human  Body  by  Joanna  Cole  (1989)  
•   “Spit  and  Saliva,”  “Barf,”  and  “Burps  and  Belches”  from  Grossology:    The  Science  of  Really  

Gross  Things!  By  Sylvia  Branzei  
•   “What  if  we  had  no  nose  or  mouth?”  and  “What  if  the  body  had  no  stomach?”  from  The  

Crazy  World  of…?What  if…  by  Steve  Parker  (1996)  
•   Various  short  and  spirited  pieces  from  Eat  Your  Words:    A  Fascinating  Look  at  the  

Language  of  Food  by  Charlotte  Foltz  Jones  (1999)  
•   Colorado  Kids  and  Mini-‐‑Kid  pieces  and  other  newspaper  articles  about  the  digestive  

system,  nutrition,  and  food  
•   Variety  of  additional  short  &  spirited  texts  such  as    school  lunch  menu;  nutrition  

brochures  and  newspaper  clips;  restaurant  menus  and  information;  and  visual  
dictionary  and  photographs  
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Differentiating a Study of _____________  
~ common learning focus for whole class/same target focus ~ 

  

Group  1  Students         Group  2  Students  

Youngest/Emerging Readers   Moving toward Fluency Students 

 

Text:       Text:  

 

 

Task:       Task: 

 

 

 

Group  3  Students            Group  4  Students  

On Grade Level Readers    Mature/Advanced Readers 

 

Text:       Text:  

 

 

Task:       Task: 

 

 

*Responsive & flexible grouping practices are key:  Honoring children’s 
unique journeys of learning, what about the student(s) who does fall neatly 
into one of the above groups?  How will you give this student(s) small group 
learning fellowship? 
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How can I employ 
flexible grouping 
practices (and still have a life)? 

 



                             

©Laura Benson, Director of Curriculum and Professional Development, ISS  ~ lbenson@iss.edu 	   Page	  107	  
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Options for Creating Small Group Collaboratives 

§   Teacher-assigned groups (homogeneous or 
heterogeneous)based on common need, strength, 
passion, and/or for social considerations 
 

§   Students reading the same book 
 

§   Students reading books by the same author 
 

§   Students reading books of the same genre 
 

§   Students writing texts of the same genre 
 

§   Students writing about the same/similar topic 
 

§   Students who share a love/admiration of 
common author (to inform their own writing) 
 

§   Student-generated to focus on a common 
passion/interest, question, or social issue 

 

§   Student-selected groups for a book club/writing 
club (students choose who they want to share with/meet with) 

 

§   Book talk-choice groups (teacher talks about 3-5 books, students 
identify 1st, 2nd, 3rd choices; teacher assigns students to choice-based/good match 
groups) 
 

§   Cooperative learning groups 
 
A few additional “secrets” for making flexibility possible and plausible. 

&  Short & spirited texts keep groups short, lively, and offer edifying practice. 
&  Effective teaching means that needs-based groups do NOT need to be together 

for more than a few days or weeks.  As students learn “need,” group disbands. 
&  Students can lead many of the above options.  Student led groups can also 

meet at the same time and teacher can “listen in” on each group. 
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How can I turn kids 
onto texts as readers 

and writers? 

 
American Community School at Beirut 
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Nose in Books & Pen in Hand 

Setting students up for successful and compelling 
independent reading and writing grows from: 
 

&   Living with a book lover & fellow writer. 
o   Always make/take time for your own reading and writing. 
o   Know books.  Sharon Taberksi says she spends her 

planning time in libraries & book stores. 
o   Develop book clubs and writing clubs to give students 

literacy mates/kindred spirits. 
 

&   Living in an inviting and diverse library  
which reflects students’ passions, cultures,  
and curiosities. 

“Surround youngsters with so many books that they stumble 
over them.” Robert Frost 
 

&        Hearing it first. 
§   Read alouds 
§   Listening centers/Audio books 
§   Background knowledge reading (television, movie, 

interest, hobby, etc.) 
 

&   Reading with a buddy 
 

&   Reading to a buddy 
 

&        Publish thinking often 
o   Publishing “parties” 
o   Talking circles; author’s chair; teach a younger friend 
o   Short & spirited texts 
o   Readers’ theater 
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Read Alouds 
 

Making the Match:  The Right Book for the Right Reader at the Right Time 
~ Teri Lesesne ~ 

 

Read aloud  is a performance of sorts…Keep in mind the 3 P’s of reading aloud: 
 

v  Preview 

v  Practice 

v  Personalize 
 

Read & Think ~ “Occasionally, when I am reading a book, I run across a sentence or 
paragraph that makes me stop and catch my breath, ask a question, go back and reread.   This is 
how I identify the think pieces from books…like the last line of Brooke’s The Moves Make the 
Man:  “There are no moves you truly make alone.”  [p. 111]  
  

Read & Tease ~ “Read just a sentence or two or maybe an opening chapter from several 
books.  The idea is to give students a sense of what is in store for them should they choose to 
read one of these books.”  [p. 109] 
 

 

You are your students’ reading-writing hero!  Immerse 
them in books they would not know without YOU in 
their lives…Marinate students in every kind of text 
under the sun… and go public with your reasons for 
reading & writing…and vividly reveal your ways of 

constructing understanding… 
Benson, 2001 

 

 
Read alouds that invite students to 
join the literacy club: 
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 Shared Reading   
 

 

As you read books to your students and with your students, be their literacy 
mentor…their brain tour guide as you think aloud explaining why and how you 
work to create meaning as reader and work to share your thinking and be 
understood as a writer… (Benson, 1997).   

 

Bobbie Fisher in Joyful Learning in Kindergarten 
Familiar songs, poems, and chants (between 4 -  6 each day) 

Ø   Discuss meaning of text, vocabulary, etc. 
Ø   Include drama, dance, music, and rhythmic activities 
Ø   Create innovations [pattern writing; different ending; extension of action] 
Ø   Discuss concepts about print by engaging in masking & cloze activities. 

New song, poem, or chant (every 2 or 3 days) 

Ø   Predict what the piece is about/will be about 
Ø   Sing or read 2-3 times for enjoyment 

Familiar big book (1 or more) 

Ø   Oral retelling, collectively or individually 
Ø   Group retelling written by the teacher, to be illustrated  by the children 
Ø   Group retelling of important sequence of events.  Written on chalkboard by the teachers and 

confirmed by group reading 
Ø   Innovation on the text to be make into class book during independent choice time 
Ø   Discussion of story structure, characters, setting, problem, solution/resolution, favorite part, etc. 
Ø   Discussion of literary patterns of the book – repetitive; cumulative; interlocking; chronological; 

familiar cultural connections (holidays, seasons, alphabet, etc.); problem solving; rhyme-rhythm; 
main character 

Ø   Language activities described in above familiar songs, poems, and charts 

New Big Book 

Ø   Predict what the story will be about – before & after hearing the title & seeing the cover 
Ø   Group sharing of background knowledge/prior knowledge 
Ø   Read the book for enjoyment & meaning, occasionally stopping to predict what will happen next 

& how the story/text is going to end 
Ø   Reread the book immediately and/or reread it for the next few days until it becomes familiar 
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Nonfiction Shared Reading 
 

To nurture and support our students’ literacy growth, motivation, and 
confidence, shared readings provide a context to: 

 

Ø   Present reading as joy, oasis, resource 
Ø   Influence children’s motivation and confidence for reading on their own 
Ø   Introduce a wide range of genres, authors, styles, etc. 
Ø   Demonstrate comprehension-composition/thinking strategies 
Ø   Build on schema before students attempt to read or write on text/topic 

independently 
Ø   Introduce/Marinate students to new, more complex ideas and 

vocabulary/language 
Ø   Offer students mentor text/models for their independent Writing 

 

TIPS 

•   Encourage children to sit close so that they can see the shared text pages and 
follow along as you the text aloud OR provide students with their own copy of 
the shared text. 
 

•   Model how readers can – and should - slow their pace and scan for relevant 
information. 
 

•   Draw attention to the importance of nonfiction features such as labels, graphs, 
bold print, pictures, etc. 
 

•   Show how text features provide MORE information to readers and discuss how 
students can use nonfiction text features in their own writing. 
 

•   Model using nonfiction reading strategies such as questioning, inferring, 
summarizing, and identifying important ideas.   
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An Overview of Guided Reading 

•   Based on careful observation of students, the teacher selects books that are 
supportive, predictable, and closely matched to the students' needs, abilities, 
and interests. The chosen texts should support the objective, but be readable 
enough for students to proceed with minimal assistance (Approximately 90-
94% accuracy). 

•   The guided reading lesson provides the opportunity for the teacher to 
interact with small groups of students as they read books that present a 
successful challenge for them.  

•   The assessment provides information for the homogeneous groupings which 
are necessary for guided reading. This allows the teacher to tailor instruction 
to suit students' changing instructional needs.  

•   The teacher acts as a facilitator who sets the scene, arouses interest, and 
engages students in discussion that will enable them to unfold the story line 
and feel confident and capable of reading the text themselves.  

•   Guided reading is reading by students. The students are responsible for the 
first reading of the text.  

•   Approximations and predictions are encouraged and praised. The teacher 
closely observes, monitors, and evaluates ways in which individual students 
process print utilizing reading strategies such as checking meaning and self-
correcting.  

	  

	  

Please note: Additional guided reading/writing handouts will be 
provided as hard copies. 
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How to Choose a Book 
Dr. Pat Hagerty, Professor Emeritus, University of Colorado 

Consider the reading level: 

 
Easy 
§   The book flows for you 
§   The book is easy to understand 
§   The words are easy to read 
§   You read it smoothly 

 

Just right 
§   The book feels comfortable 
§   You understand most of the book 
§   You know most of the words 
§   You read most of the book smoothly 

 

Challenge 
§   The book seems hard 
§   You have trouble understanding what is 

happening 
§   A lot of the words are hard 
§   You are reading the book word-by-word 
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How to Choose a Book: Additional Considerations 
~ Dr. Pat Hagerty, Professor Emeritus, University of Colorado ~ 

 

•   Look at the cover (title and pictures) 
•   Read the back cover or inside flap 
•   Read the introduction 
•   See if you know anything about the author 
•   Use the five finger rule (names don’t count) 
•   Get recommendations from friends 
•   Read the table of contents 
•   Look at the pictures 
•   Consider the size of print 
•   Is the size of the book OK?  Is it fat or thin enough? 
•   Have you seen the movie? 
•   Do you know the characters from other books? 
•   Has the book won any awards? 
•   What do the statements by the critics say? 
•   Are the characters in the book close to your age? 
•   Does the subject interest you?   
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Talking Circles 
Engaging  in  talking  circles  or  sharing  at  the  close  of  our  workshop  or  school  day  gives  students  
additional  opportunities  to  process  their  learning  and  self-‐‑evaluate  their  use  of  our  focus  
strategy/skill  and  teach  one  another/us.    These  gatherings  also  strengthen  our  sense  of  
community  and  provide  me  ongoing  data  about  my  students’  literacy  learning.    A  few  key  
ways  I  work  to  ignite  talking  circles  include:    

•   What  did  you  about  yourself  as  a  reader/writer/thinker  today?  [Or,  
what  did  you  learn  as  a  reader  today?]  
  

•   We  studied  ____  today.    How  is  this  helping  you  as  a  writer/reader?    
  

•   We  have  been  learning  about  how  to  identify  important  ideas  when  
we  read.    What  will  you  teach  your  kindergarten  buddy  about  
identifying  important  ideas?  [Or,  what  advice  could  you  give  your  
buddy/family  member  about  _______?]  
  

•   We’ve  been  talking  about  questions  and  the  energy  questions  give  us  
as  writers/readers.    Let’s  share  a  question  which  is  fueling  your  
writing/reading  work  right  now!    [Or,  let’s  each  share  an  “I  wonder…”  
from  our  own  reading.]  
  

•   As  I  conferred  with  Emilio  today,  he  said  that  he  would  like  to  share  
a  part  of  his  writing  with  you.    Emilio,  what  feedback  would  help  
you  as  a  writer?    We  will  listen  with  this  goal  in  mind.      
  

§   Lateesha  just  read  a  wonderful  book  series.    She  wants  to  tell  you  
about  these  books  to  invite  you  to  read  them  yourself.      

  

§   We’ve  been  studying  why  and  how  to  make  connections  as  we  read.    
Let’s  share  a  connection  you  made  today!  
  

§   A  lot  of  us  have  been  working  on  solving  new  words  as  readers/  
writers.    Let’s  share  something  you  did  today  as  a  reader/writer  when  you  were  
stuck  or  confused  by  a  word!     
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Talking Circle/Sharing Session Options 
§   Whole  group  

  
§   As  partners  

  
§   In  small  groups  

-   When  students  are  successful  talking  reflectively  in  whole  
group  gatherings,  model  and  invite  them  to  meet  in  small  
groups  to  engage  in  their  sharing  periodically.    Listen  in  on  
small  groups  and  make  note  of  strengths,  breakthroughs,  
tangles,  etc.  to  inform  your  conferences  and  focus  lessons.      

-   Train  students  in  how  to  function  as  a  small  group/book  
club/writing  group  with  “fish  bowl”  demonstrations,  watching  
Oprah  Winfrey  books  clubs,  and  debriefing  successful  attempts  
(including  creating  an  anchor  chart  to  guide  future  small  group  
efforts).  

  
§   Students  as  teachers    

-   2-‐‑5  students  each  workshop  share  or  lead  the  talking  circle.    
Each  student  knows  in  advance  when  it  is  his/her  day  to  
share/lead  the  talking  circle.  
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Transferring Our Learning to Support Our Students’ Learning 

Comprehensive/Balanced Literacy Lesson Planning  

Student 
Learning Goal 

Modeled  
Reading  

Shared  
Reading  

Guided  
Reading  

Independent    Reading  
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Transferring Our Learning to Support Our Students’ Learning 

Comprehensive/Balanced Literacy Lesson Planning  

Student 
Learning Goal 

Modeled  
Writing  

Shared  &/or  
Guided  
Writing  

Conferring   Independent  Writing  
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