The K-8 Literacy Framework
A step-by-step guide to balanced literacy instruction, from shared beliefs to daily practice
How to Use This Guide
What follows is a complete, step-by-step guide to the literacy framework I relied on for years as a teacher, assistant principal, and finally as a principal in a New York City public school. It began as Community School District Ten’s official K-8 Literacy Framework, built by teachers, literacy coaches, and administrators to bring a consistent, research-grounded approach to reading and writing instruction across every classroom in the district. I have kept its structure and its content intact, because the framework itself is worth preserving in full: it is genuinely a complete instructional system, not a collection of tips.
The guide moves from philosophy to practice. It opens with the beliefs that anchor the whole framework and the research those beliefs rest on, then lays out the literacy block itself: how much time is set aside for literacy instruction at each grade span, and which components fill that time. From there, it walks through each component of the literacy block in turn — read aloud, shared reading, independent reading, guided reading, writing workshop, word study, and test strategy — describing what each one looks like in practice, how to plan for it, and how to adapt it for struggling readers and English Language Learners. Several components include a reproducible planning form; those are recreated here as fillable tables you can print or adapt. The guide closes with assessment practices and its family and community literacy partnership.
This is not meant to be read start to finish in a single sitting, and it was not meant to be used that way in the schools that built it. Treat it the way a working staff would: read the beliefs and the framework overview once, to understand the whole picture, then return to individual sections — Guided Reading, Word Study, Test Strategy — as you plan instruction, coach a colleague, or set expectations for a literacy block in your own building.
What We Believe About Literacy
Every framework rests on a set of convictions about how children actually learn to read and write, whether those convictions are stated out loud or not. District Ten stated its convictions explicitly, and they are worth stating again here, because everything that follows in this guide is really just those beliefs translated into daily classroom practice.
1. Every student arrives with individual strengths, needs, and a distinct language background, and every student’s first teachers were their parents and family. A child’s long-term success depends on a genuine partnership between home and school, not a one-way relationship.
1. Literacy develops through immersion—through meaningful print all around a child and open access to a rich range of books—paired with real, extended blocks of time to practice and apply reading and writing skills. Neither immersion nor practice time is optional; a program needs both.
1. Every student, whether in special education, general education, a bilingual program, or a monolingual classroom, deserves the same high-quality instruction from well-trained, caring teachers. Given hard work, the right support, and enough time, every child can be expected to reach rigorous content and performance standards.
1. Readers draw on three cueing systems as they make sense of text: meaning (does it make sense?), structure (does it sound right?), and visual information (does it look right?). Effective readers use all three together, cross-checking one against another, self-correcting as they go.
1. Alphabet and word study are essential parts of a strong reading curriculum. Still, they are taught and learned best when they are woven into meaningful reading and writing rather than isolated as a separate drill. Students need real chances to apply what they are learning about words to authentic, purposeful reading and writing.
1. Assessment works best when it happens inside the act of reading and writing itself, not apart from it. Good assessment is holistic — it takes in a student’s thinking, social behavior, and attitude toward literacy, not just a score — and it should shape both the next lesson and the year’s larger plan.
1. Students learn best through a mix of grouping: small-group instruction, whole-class teaching, and one-on-one attention. They grow into confident, independent readers and writers when every day includes being read to, reading with the support of peers, and choosing their own appropriately challenging books and topics.
1. Technology has a real place in literacy development, giving students both the means and the purpose to find, organize, interpret, and present information.
1. Children become literate largely through social interaction — by working alongside peers toward real, self-chosen purposes for reading and writing, not just completing assigned exercises.
1. A genuine community of learners requires real investment in professional development. A school’s culture needs to make room for staff and parents to talk openly about their beliefs and practices, and to reflect honestly on their own literacy, not just their students’.
Two Ideas Behind the Framework
Two bodies of research shaped this framework more than any others, and both are worth understanding before diving into the mechanics of any single component.
What Makes Learning Easy or Hard
Kenneth Goodman, in What is Whole in Whole Language? (Heinemann, 1986), offered a simple but useful contrast between the conditions that make learning language easy and the conditions that make it hard. It is a helpful check to run against any lesson: does this make the learning feel real, purposeful, and owned by the student, or does it strip those things away?
	It is easier when...
	It is harder when...

	It is real and natural.
	It is artificial

	It is whole, not broken into bits and pieces
	It is broken into bits and pieces

	It makes sense
	It is nonsense

	It is interesting
	It is dull and uninteresting.

	It is relevant
	It is irrelevant

	It belongs to the learner.
	It belongs to someone else.

	It is part of a real event.
	It is out of context.

	It has social utility and purpose for the learner
	It has no obvious social value or purpose

	The learner chooses it.
	It is imposed by someone else.

	It is accessible to the learner.
	It is inaccessible

	The learner has the power to use it
	The learner is powerless



Adapted from Kenneth Goodman, What is Whole in Whole Language? (Heinemann, 1986).
Brian Cambourne’s Conditions of Learning
The second foundation is Brian Cambourne’s research into the conditions under which learning actually happens. Cambourne identified a set of recurring conditions present whenever real learning takes hold, and the table below sketches what each one looks like translated into an actual classroom.
	Condition
	What It Looks Like in the Classroom

	Immersion — in the written medium
	Print displayed everywhere in the room: labels, charts, books, interactive writing.

	Demonstration — of how the written medium is used
	Reading print aloud, choral reading, discussing how letters and sounds work, teachers modeling effective reading and writing strategies, regular chances to use and see print in use.

	Expectation — held and communicated by the teacher
	The positive or negative expectations teachers hold for children, communicated both directly and indirectly, and how those expectations shape learning.

	Responsibility — for one’s own learning
	How much say a child has in what gets written, when it gets written, what gets learned from a demonstration, and what gets set aside — down to which spelling conventions a child chooses to master.

	Approximation — the freedom to have a go
	How much a child is allowed to approximate the adult model, and whether the classroom emphasizes avoiding errors or simply reducing them over time.

	Use — putting a developing skill to work.
	How many real opportunities exist for a child to use a skill that’s still developing.

	Engagement — with the demonstrations on offer
	How deeply a learner engages with print and with the demonstrations of how print works, which varies with a child’s needs and how relevant the materials feel.

	Response — the exchange between expert and novice
	The kind of feedback a learner receives, and whether it is meaning-centered, non-threatening, functional, and genuinely responsive to that child’s needs.



Adapted from Brian Cambourne and Jan Turbill, Coping With Chaos (Heinemann, 1991).
The Literacy Block
Every elementary and middle school student in the district engages in a daily, sustained period of high-quality literacy instruction: 150 minutes in elementary schools, 135 minutes in Priority I middle schools, and 90 minutes in Priority 2, 3, and 4 middle schools. Within that block, teaching moves fluidly between whole-class, small-group, and individual instruction, and students work through a variety of well-planned reading, writing, speaking, listening, and thinking activities that build toward high-level achievement. The instructional emphasis throughout is on skills and strategies students can actually carry into authentic reading and writing, both inside and outside the school day.
The literacy block is built from these components:
1. Read aloud
1. Shared reading
1. Guided reading
1. Independent reading
1. Interactive writing
1. Writing workshop
1. Word study
1. Test strategy
1. Interdisciplinary study
Together, these components give students reading and writing experiences to, with, and by children: texts the teacher reads or writes for students, texts the class works through together, and texts students read and write on their own. Teachers provide clear models and explicit demonstrations of what effective reading and writing look like; students then take on responsibility for their own literacy learning through small groups, partnerships, and independent work, trying out the practices they have seen modeled. How much of each day is spent reading to, with, or by students shifts based on how much support a class currently needs and how much independent challenge it is ready to take on.
None of this happens in a vacuum. Professional development is provided through a mix of courses, institutes, workshops, and on-site coaching from district and in-house staff developers, along with outside partners such as Mondo, Teachers College, Bank Street, the New York City Writing Project, and independent consultants. Every school is expected to support consistent implementation of the framework, so that best practice looks recognizably similar from one classroom to the next and one school to the next.
Building the Literacy Environment
Print-Rich Classrooms and Libraries
The classroom library sits at the heart of the literacy program, and it should look like it: attractively displayed books that invite students to read for both pleasure and information. Books organized into baskets by author, topic, theme, genre, and purpose give students real access to a wide range of levels and interests, rather than a single undifferentiated shelf.
1. Multiple copies of favorite titles let students read together—buddy reading, literature circles, a meeting area at the center of the library where students gather to talk about what they have read. The walls around them should carry the evidence of that reading life: charts of books the class has read, strategies good readers use, rubrics and criteria charts, notes on favorite authors and genres, striking language pulled from texts, favorite quotes and poems, retellings, published student work, and the class’s own Big Books — all of it meant to be read and reread, so that students can genuinely “read the room.”
The school library functions as the hub of the school community, connecting every student and staff member around literacy. Students should have open access to it at least three times a week, plus time before and after school, with a librarian whose schedule makes room for both individual visits and small-group work. Where possible, schools build partnerships with local public libraries to extend the literacy initiative into the wider community.
A professional library — whether housed inside the school library or in its own space — gives teachers books, articles, and video resources to support their own ongoing learning, and a natural home for staff study groups. A parent lending library, based in the parents’ room or as part of the school library, extends the same idea to families: parents borrow books to read with their children, and the district’s professional development calendar includes courses in family literacy and in how parents can support reading and writing at home.
An Interdisciplinary Curriculum
A truly integrated core curriculum lets students build real connections across subject areas through in-depth study, rather than experiencing literacy as a subject walled off from science, social studies, or math. Working from the New York City Curriculum Frameworks, teachers build units of study that draw on a range of nonfiction genres — magazines, newspapers, photo-essays, interactive technology, timelines, charts, maps — and students carry their work through the same drafting-revising-editing-publishing process used in writing workshop, sharing what they have learned with the wider school community.
Literature and hands-on, project-based learning deepen classroom understanding while also linking home and school. To build reading into a genuine lifelong habit rather than a school-only activity, students are expected to read at home as a regular part of their homework.
Sample Literacy Block Schedules
The schedules below are outlines, not fixed prescriptions — for the full detail behind any single component, see that component’s own section later in this guide. What they show is how a literacy block of a given length might realistically be divided among the framework’s components at different grade spans.
150-Minute Block: Grades K-2
	Activity
	Grouping
	Time Allotment

	Instructional Read Aloud —and— Shared Reading Attached to a Strategy Minilesson
	Whole Class
	10 minutes + 15 minutes

	Independent Reading
	Whole Class
	20 minutes

	Guided Reading (Two Groups) / Reading Centers
	6 Students (×2) / Rest of the Class
	20 minutes ×2 = 40 minutes

	Word Study
	Whole Class
	15 minutes

	Writing Workshop
	Whole Class
	40 minutes

	Read Aloud
	Whole Class
	10 minutes


Time allotments shift over the course of the year — early on, younger children often cannot sustain attention on a single activity for a full thirty minutes.

150-Minute Block: Grades 3-5
	Activity
	Grouping
	Time Allotment

	Instructional Read Aloud —or— Shared Reading Attached to a Strategy Minilesson
	Whole Class
	20 minutes

	Independent Reading / Guided Reading (1 Group)
	Whole Class
	40 minutes (20 of which is guided reading)

	Guided Reading (One Group) / Reading Centers
	6 Students / Rest of the Class
	20 minutes

	Word Study
	Whole Class
	15 minutes

	Writing Workshop
	Whole Class
	40 minutes

	Test Strategy —or— Second Read Aloud for Pleasure
	—
	10 minutes


Early in the year, test-taking strategies are woven directly into the reading and writing workshops. Later, a four- to six-week test-genre study becomes the literacy block’s focus, and the “Test Strategy” slot is when the whole class works on the strategies being practiced.

135-Minute Block: Grades 6-8
	Activity
	Grouping
	Time Allotment

	Instructional Read Aloud —or— Shared Reading Attached to a Strategy Minilesson
	Whole Class
	15 minutes

	Guided Reading (Two Groups) / Conferring / Independent Reading / Literature Circles*
	6 Students (×2) / Rest of the Class
	20 minutes ×2, plus 10 minutes conferring — 50 minutes total

	Word Study
	Whole Class
	15 minutes

	Writing Workshop
	Whole Class
	40 minutes

	Test Strategy*
	Whole Class
	15 minutes


*It is possible to meet with two guided reading groups in this block. Any time not spent with a group goes to conferring with independent readers. As with the elementary schedules, test-taking strategies start folded into reading and writing workshop before becoming their own four- to six-week genre study later in the year.

90-Minute Block: Grades 6-8
	Activity
	Grouping
	Time Allotment

	Instructional Read Aloud —or— Shared Reading Attached to a Strategy Minilesson
	Whole Class
	15 minutes

	Guided Reading / Independent Reading / Literature Circles
	6 Students / Rest of the Class
	25 minutes

	Word Study / Test Strategy
	Whole Class
	15 minutes

	Writing Workshop
	Whole Class
	35 minutes


Here too, test-taking strategies begin embedded in reading and writing workshop and later become a dedicated four- to six-week genre study.
Assessment
Assessment is the foundation everything else in this guide rests on. Alongside the standards that spell out what students need to accomplish over a school year, it is assessment that tells a teacher what an individual student and a class as a whole already know, and what they still need to learn.
The DRA (Developmental Reading Assessment) and ECLAS give real insight into a student’s literacy development. Still, the numeric level either tool assigns is only the starting point — the real value is in what lies behind that number. What are this student’s strengths? What instruction would move them forward? The DRA continuum in particular tells a teacher what to look for while a student reads, and that observation should drive the next teaching decision.
Beyond these more standardized measures, teachers draw on other tools, including Reading Progress Indicators. The Primary and Elementary/Middle School Performance Standards spell out what is expected of students at each grade level, and the exemplars that accompany those standards — actual samples of student work — give teachers something concrete to measure their own students’ work against, and to identify which students might serve as models for others and which areas need more attention, whether for the whole class, a small group, or an individual.
Careful record-keeping rounds out the picture. Conferring with students during reading and writing workshop generates a stream of small but valuable data points — what a student is doing, what was taught, what to work on next — and keeping accurate notes on students’ habits, preferences, and growth over the year makes that data usable. Some teachers keep a separate notebook per workshop; others keep one binder with a section per student. Whatever the system, it needs to be sustainable and consistent enough to actually document learning over time.
Students are part of the assessment process too, not just its subject. Together with their teacher, they learn to evaluate and reflect on their own work and set goals for what comes next, using criteria and rubrics that the class helps establish. Every student is held to the same high standard, with the understanding that not everyone reaches it on the same timeline — some need more time and more support to get there. Clear expectations, applied consistently, make it possible to evaluate work fairly and to make good decisions about what comes next.
For English Language Learners, assessment also has to account for the documented stages of second-language reading and writing development, using criteria and tools built for that purpose — ones that capture the strategies second-language readers and writers commonly rely on, not just a raw fluency score.
Portfolios add a longer view. The performance standards guide what gets included, but so do the decisions students and teachers make together; students add written reflections on their own work and take real ownership of their continued progress. Active parent participation — reading and responding to what is in a student’s portfolio — matters here as much as it does anywhere else in the framework.
Above all, assessment is continuous. Teachers assess students every day and use what they learn to make better teaching decisions the next day, and students are let in on that process rather than kept at arm’s length from it. Combined with a teacher’s knowledge of literature, curriculum, and standards, and a growing understanding of each child as an individual, this daily cycle of assessment is what makes it possible to differentiate instruction and hold every student to rigorous standards. Within each school, grade-level teams use common planning time to look together at student writing against the standards and to build shared teaching practices, and articulation teams working across grades keep expectations consistent from one grade to the next.
Talking and Listening
Talk matters in a literacy classroom because children become literate largely through social interaction—through working with peers toward real purposes for their own reading and writing. When teachers read aloud, that talk does not happen automatically; it has to be built in deliberately, with frequent, genuine chances to think and talk about the text together. Once that kind of talk has been modeled and scaffolded during read aloud, students carry it into independent reading as well, and talk plays just as large a role in writing workshop, where students need regular chances to plan and orally rehearse what they are about to write.
Developing a Curriculum of Talk
As teachers read aloud, part of the job is teaching students how to become active listeners who are constructing meaning as they listen, not just absorbing words. When a teacher thinks aloud about their own comprehension process, that thinking becomes a model students can borrow. Students also need real chances to talk — as a whole class and in partnerships — and it often helps to hand them a few starting phrases that focus their talk on the text itself:
1. I think...
1. I noticed...
1. I wonder why...
1. I did not understand...
1. My idea changed when...
1. I can prove it by...
Partnerships
Partnerships give students an ongoing structure for talking about reading and writing. Once accountable talk has been modeled and practiced as a whole class and in partnerships — usually pairing two readers working at a similar level with the same text — students get real opportunities to respond to what they have read as a springboard for conversation. In the middle grades, as students grow more sophisticated, partners may even be reading different texts and comparing their reactions and comprehension strategies. Partnerships work best when they are stable over time, not reshuffled every week, and when real time is set aside for the talk itself.
Third grade and up, students may also work in book clubs or literature circles — typically four to six students, often built from existing partnerships, meeting for roughly thirty minutes twice a week. The teacher’s role during this time shifts to conferring, assessing, and planning the next minilessons, along with helping students make good decisions about their partnerships and reflecting with them on the quality of their talk.
Partnerships carry into writing workshop too. Partners discuss and plan their writing together, giving students a natural, built-in reason to talk about their work as writers and to hold each other accountable to it. At the end of writing time, partners might reread that day’s writing, reread the whole piece so far, talk through points of difficulty, and give each other feedback.
Implications for Struggling Readers and Students with Special Needs
1. Give students a specific, concrete focus for listening—for example, listen for how the character changes.
1. Stop and refocus students periodically rather than expecting sustained attention throughout.
1. Build in frequent opportunities for partners to talk.
1. Notice and validate students who demonstrate active listening and thoughtful talk.
1. Create flexible structures — flexible partnerships, for instance — that can be adjusted to individual needs.
1. Use a fishbowl format to let students observe a proficient partnership in action.
Read Aloud
Read aloud is one of the most powerful experiences a classroom offers, at every grade level, and it earns its place in the block for reasons ranging from sheer pleasure to precise, explicit instruction. Done well, it opens the door to rich conversation about text.
For English Language Learners, read aloud carries extra weight. It provides what is often called comprehensible input, supports oral language development, builds listening comprehension, and gives students a live model of fluent reading in the language they are acquiring. Native English speakers arrive at school having already internalized much of English’s sound system and sentence patterns; English Language Learners have not, and read aloud is a genuinely pleasurable way to expose them to those sounds, words, and patterns.
Much of the time, read aloud is simply for pleasure — a favorite text shared with the class, students bringing in their own favorites to share in turn, everyone settling in for a good story. That read aloud deserves real time in the school day; as the pressures on literacy instruction mount, it becomes even more important to protect time for reading purely for the fun of it.
Read aloud is also a serious instructional tool, and choosing a text for it is not a casual decision. It takes real thought and preparation: first identifying the purpose of the read aloud, then finding a text that actually serves that purpose.
Planning an Instructional Read Aloud
Because a read aloud is generally a whole-class experience, the purpose behind it has to serve most of the students in the room. Whether the text is a short picture book or an excerpt from a novel, planning it well means making some real decisions in advance:
1. Where in the text are the best opportunities to model a particular strategy?
1. When will students be invited to share their ideas — as a whole class, in partnerships, in small groups?
1. What kind of work should students be doing during the read aloud — taking notes, listening with a specific purpose?
1. How will students carry the work of the read aloud into their own independent reading?
There is a wide range of instructional possibilities a read aloud can support:
1. Responding to text
1. Supporting ideas with details from the text
1. Identifying interesting or unfamiliar language patterns
1. Building a sense of what fluent reading sounds like
1. Making connections — to oneself, to the world, to other texts
1. Studying characters — their relationships, changes, growth
1. Identifying turning points in the text
1. Visualizing
1. Identifying and relating to different points of view
1. Identifying the author’s perspective
1. Note-taking
1. Finding the big idea
1. Making and confirming predictions
1. Comparing and contrasting
1. Making inferences
1. Questioning
For English Language Learners specifically, read aloud can focus on:
1. Building comprehension of vocabulary, sentence patterns, and other patterns in English
1. Supporting learners in acquiring vocabulary, sentence patterns, and native-like production through follow-up activities that put the language they just heard to active use
1. Building the background knowledge that full story comprehension depends on, especially when a story assumes a level of cultural or educational background a learner may not yet have
1. Exposing students to varied models of spoken English
Connecting the read aloud to the minilesson that opens independent reading workshop gives students a doubly powerful model. There are additional strategies covered later in this guide, in the Independent Reading section under “Informing the Work of the Independent Reader” — neither list is meant to be exhaustive; the right teaching decision always depends on a class’s history and its students’ actual needs and interests.
What Read Aloud Looks Like
Before the read aloud, the teacher selects, previews, and gets genuinely familiar with the text. Students gather in the meeting area, which helps build a sense of shared community around the experience. As the teacher reads, students focus on the text—usually only the teacher has a copy in hand during the reading itself, though students may have access to it at other points in the day.
Conversation is built into every read aloud. Students are invited to share their thinking before, during, and after the reading. That accountable talk should come back to the focus of the minilesson as well as whatever else students choose to raise. The read aloud stays a time for focused conversation grounded in the meaning students are making of the text.
For second-language learners, the most important part of a read aloud is language itself — fully understanding what is read and actively using that language. Hence, it becomes part of their own developing system. Questions need to be planned so that students at every level of English acquisition, from pre-production through intermediate fluency, can genuinely participate.
Choosing a Text for Read Aloud
Because read aloud often gives students access to texts they could not yet read on their own, it is natural to reach for high-quality literature. That instinct is worth keeping, but read aloud is also a chance to publicly honor the books students in the class are already reading, or will read soon—celebrating every reader in the room while gently nudging students toward appropriate risks. The best read-aloud selections balance the special texts a teacher wants to introduce with the texts students are already choosing on their own.
This balance matters even more for second-language learners. Text selection needs to weigh a student’s background knowledge, cultural frame of reference, language proficiency, interests, and needs — along with more concrete factors like the amount of print per page, text length, illustration support, plot complexity, grammatical complexity, and vocabulary level. Even so, story interest should never be sacrificed for a linguistically simplified text; a contrived story that is not actually enjoyable undermines the entire purpose of reading aloud.
Read aloud should happen more than once a day, and the responsibility for it belongs to the whole learning community, not just one teacher. In elementary school, the classroom teacher usually reads aloud most often, but students also hear from other subject-area teachers throughout the day. In middle school, every adult in the building — including content-area teachers — shares responsibility for making sure students are read to regularly and with purpose.
For English Language Learners, both adult and peer models matter, and the text itself needs to be comprehensible at a student’s current stage, or supported by enough pre-teaching that it becomes so. A slightly slower reading pace — never an artificial one — gives students more time to process the language, and enthusiastic, expressive reading with gestural support helps students new to English follow the story. Recorded books, replayed more than once, let learners hear a story multiple times, reinforcing both comprehension and language acquisition.
Implications for Struggling Readers and Students with Special Needs
1. Begin with shorter texts, lengthening them as students build the stamina to stay focused.
1. Choose texts that are genuinely high-interest for your students.
1. Reread texts to students frequently.
1. Use books close to students’ independent reading level, so a read-aloud text can later become independent reading material.
1. Give students a specific focus for listening—for example, listen to find out how the character changes.
1. Stop and refocus students periodically.
1. Ask open-ended questions with room for more than one valid answer — what did you notice? What do you think?
1. Build in many chances for partners to talk together, so students expect conversation and come ready for it.
1. Create audiotapes for repeated listening.
1. Choose books connected to children’s own lives and background knowledge.
1. For strategy lessons, choose picture books with strong artistic quality that help children visualize the text.
Sample Read Aloud Lesson Planning Guide
Purpose:
Text:
Introduction (to text and strategy):
Stopping Points (Where? What will I say? Why?):
Reflection:
Next Steps:
Shared Reading
Shared reading gives students an enjoyable literacy experience built around a common text everyone can see and access. With older students, it is often a chance to focus on the features of a text—a magazine article’s title, subtitle, subheadings, photographs, captions—or to preview unfamiliar or challenging vocabulary before students meet it independently. For students still learning how print works, the teacher uses shared reading to model print-related strategies directly. Throughout, the teacher leads the reading while inviting students to join in whenever they are ready, creating a low-risk space to practice new strategies while still genuinely enjoying the text.
For students new to English, shared reading is an especially strong entry point into reading in a new language. It offers a live model of pronunciation, stress, intonation, and phrasing, and it builds both listening comprehension and a sense of story grammar in English. At early stages of language and literacy development, it is one of the most effective tools available for building both language and literacy at once.
What Shared Reading Looks Like
A few features hold constant across every shared reading lesson, at every grade level. It is never round-robin reading. Every student has their eyes on the print — whether that is a big book, a chart, a typed text, individual copies, or text projected for the group. Throughout the lesson, the teacher takes responsibility for demonstrating reading behaviors, skills, and strategies, explaining their own thinking process aloud as they go. Instruction stays explicit and purposeful — students should genuinely enjoy the text, but they should also walk away having learned something they can apply to their own reading.
Modeling Through Shared Reading
A shared reading lesson is planned and purposeful, matched to what students currently need, and the specific skills and strategies it demonstrates will vary with grade level, English proficiency, and the group’s particular strengths and needs. When planning a lesson, useful focus areas include:
1. Directionality of print
1. One-to-one correspondence between spoken and written words
1. How sentences wrap from one line to the next
1. Self-monitoring and self-correcting
1. Sampling a text to find specific information
1. Making and confirming predictions
1. Reading punctuation
1. Reading with expression
1. Noting and reading dialogue
1. Conveying meaning through intonation, phrasing, and pacing
1. Identifying story events and their sequence
1. Using context clues to problem-solve, and confirming those attempts
1. Understanding conventions of grammar and spelling
For English Language Learners, the shared reading experience can focus specifically on:
1. Transferring skills already developed in a student’s native language to reading in English
1. Taking picture walks to make English words and phrases comprehensible
1. Building English sight-word vocabulary
1. Teaching high-frequency phonograms and word families
1. Choral reading, echo reading, and repeated reading to build English fluency
1. Giving students chances to innovate on the text, practicing new language by imitating its phrasing and patterns
Ongoing assessment shapes what is possible here: teachers draw on their own observations as well as the DRA and ECLAS, especially the continuum that accompanies the DRA, to decide what a given shared reading lesson should focus on.
Choosing a Text for Shared Reading
A shared reading text needs to match both the purpose of the lesson and what students will genuinely enjoy — it is a text students will want to reread on their own or with a partner, so it stays available to the whole class after the lesson ends. Selections should span a real range of genres, authors, and text structures, and some may sit just beyond what students could yet read independently; with repeated shared readings, that text becomes familiar and accessible to most of the class.
Text selection matches the lesson’s purpose along with students’ needs and interests. Emergent readers benefit from predictable patterns, structures, and supportive illustrations paired with genuinely interesting stories; more proficient readers benefit from feature articles, essays, and poetry.
For second-language learners, a slightly slower — never unnaturally slow — reading pace helps process the language, and dramatic reading supports comprehension. Multiple readings of the same text, with students participating more each time, build full comprehension and let new terms and phrases take hold. Following up with drama, art, or musical responses to the text extends its value even further for language and literacy development.
Planning a Shared Reading Lesson
Shared reading is a pleasant experience for children, but it is also a time for explicit instruction, and a well-planned lesson reflects that.
1. Choose the purpose or focus first, based on an honest assessment of what students are doing well and what they need to learn next, and decide whether that focus serves the whole class or a smaller group.
1. With the focus and audience identified, choose a text that genuinely supports that focus — a beautifully illustrated book is not automatically the right choice if its illustrations do not closely support the specific reading work planned.
1. Gather materials to match the lesson. If the focus is using initial consonants to solve unknown words, for example, prepare the text with a Post-it covering one word per page.
1. Plan an introduction that names the strategy that will be demonstrated.
1. While reading, model effective reading behaviors and discuss them with students, inviting participation whenever a student is ready to join in. At the end, give students a chance to talk about both the text and the strategy demonstrated.
After the lesson, the text stays available to the whole class so that students can revisit and reread it independently or with a partner. A sample planning guide follows below.
Implications for Struggling Readers and Students with Special Needs
1. Choose texts that are genuinely high-interest for your students.
1. Reread the text with the student frequently.
1. Choose fun texts with repetition, rhyme, or predictable patterns.
1. Encourage, but never force, a reluctant student to participate.
1. Seat students near the teacher to reduce distraction and sharpen focus.
1. Repeat the lesson with a smaller group when needed.
1. Use texts close to students’ independent reading levels so they can become independent reading material later.
1. Give students a specific listening focus—for example, listen for how the character changes.
1. Stop and refocus students periodically.
1. Build in many chances for partners to talk together.
1. Create or find audiotapes for repeated listening.
1. Keep multiple copies of the shared text on hand for independent rereading.
1. In literacy centers, give students a chance to reread and share the text with a partner—choral reading, echo reading, or simply talking about the book.
1. Give students a chance to share their successful reading of the shared text.
1. Give students a chance to share how they used a strategy when they hit a difficulty.
Sample Shared Reading Planning Guide
Purpose:
Text:
Preparation — Supports:
Preparation — Challenges:
Preparation — Assessed Needs of Students:
Preparation — Students’ Prior Knowledge:
Introduction:
Reading the Text — Teaching Strategies:
Reflection:
Next Steps:
Independent Reading
Independent reading is a core piece of a balanced literacy program. Students who read for extended chunks of time every day get to practice and apply reading strategies to books they have chosen for themselves — and reading, like any acquired habit of mind, takes active participation, stamina, and endurance to build. When students are given this time, the goal is to make sure they are using it productively and purposefully, not just passing time with a book open.
What Independent Reading Looks Like
Independent reading follows a workshop format much like the one that structures writing time: a minilesson, a stretch of independent reading and strategy practice, and a share that closes out the workshop. Students arrive with books chosen at other points in the day or week — younger students often keep a set of four or five books in a plastic bag that they read and reread across the week; older students might carry a chapter book, their next planned read, or an old favorite.
Each period opens with a minilesson, most effectively delivered by connecting it to strategies already demonstrated during read aloud and shared reading. The minilesson covers just one strategy: the teacher names it, models it, and asks students to try it during their own independent reading.
The workshop closes with a share, where readers report on their use of the minilesson’s strategy, a strategy they discovered on their own, or their plans for what comes next. The Share holds readers accountable for their independent work; every reader comes prepared to share, even knowing that not every voice will be heard in a given session, because over time the whole community’s conversation grows richer. That conversation needs to account for students’ varying English proficiency, using ESL strategies to make sure every learner can participate.
During independent reading, students choose their own texts, guided by criteria the class has built together for what makes a book “just right.” Every student understands that their own just-right book may look different from a friend’s, and the classroom community supports students in feeling secure about that choice. Without real instruction in choosing just-right books, students tend to drift toward books that are either too easy, offering no real challenge, or too hard, leading to frustration rather than growth. It is only within a just-right book that a reader can practice strategies, make meaning from print, and build the confidence and expertise that come from real success.
For English Language Learners
Students new to English may read books in their native language where available; books written for English Language Learners that control vocabulary, length, complexity, and picture support; or books built for emergent readers, with cumulative or patterned language that keeps the density of unfamiliar words low. Students not yet able to process text in their new language can still “read” wordless picture books, building a sense of story through oral storytelling. Another option is partnering English Language Learners of similar proficiency during independent reading time to read collaboratively — a jigsaw approach — while applying the strategy from the day’s minilesson.
Where students actually sit during independent reading depends heavily on classroom culture — some lying on the rug, some at their desks, others curled into a corner. Wherever they choose, the goal is the same: confidence that every student is doing focused, purposeful reading work.
Informing the Work of the Independent Reader
Supporting students during independent reading means building their awareness of the strategies effective readers actually use — and it helps for teachers to reflect on their own reading process first, since the same strategies that serve a teacher as a reader will serve the students in that teacher’s class. The DRA continuum and ECLAS offer further guidance on which strategies to introduce.
Strategies worth introducing in minilessons include, but are not limited to:
1. Selecting “just right” books
1. Setting and keeping personal reading deadlines
1. Finding ways to get one’s best reading done
1. Knowing what to do before, during, and after reading
1. Retelling
1. Self-monitoring and self-correcting
1. Sampling a text to find specific information
1. Making and confirming predictions
1. Reading punctuation
1. Reading with expression
1. Noting and reading dialogue
1. Conveying meaning through intonation, phrasing, and pacing
1. Identifying story events and their sequence
1. Using context clues to problem-solve, and confirming those attempts
1. Understanding conventions of grammar and spelling
Beyond this list, any strategy described in Mosaic of Thought (Keene and Zimmerman; Heinemann, 1997) or Strategies That Work (Harvey and Goudvis; Stenhouse Publishers, 2000) applies just as well here: making connections, questioning, visualizing, inferring, determining importance, synthesizing, and self-monitoring.
Second-language readers may benefit from practicing:
1. Pre-reading conferences that introduce vocabulary and build background knowledge about unfamiliar content, events, or character actions — anything culturally unfamiliar to the reader
1. Using a teacher-provided preview or anticipation guide to support comprehension
1. Word-recognition strategies, such as using context to infer meaning, transferring native-language knowledge to decode an English word, or using a Franklin Electronic Dictionary to confirm a word’s meaning in their native language
1. Comprehension strategies used by second-language readers, such as scanning illustrations to confirm understanding, retelling to a partner for feedback, checking regularly with a peer or adult, or simply asking when something is not clear
Ongoing assessment of individual readers is what makes it possible to plan well for the whole class, small groups, and individual students alike. A sample planning guide for strategy lessons follows below.
Sample Strategy Lesson Planning Guide
1. Materials: Chosen based on prior lessons, students’ needs, and the specific features of the text that support the target strategy.
1. Introduction: States the purpose and expectations of the lesson explicitly, building on prior lessons. The focus stays on strategy, not content—what good readers do when they use this strategy.
1. Demonstration: At planned stopping points, the teacher models applying the strategy by thinking aloud.
1. Guided Practice: In partnerships or small groups, students apply the strategy to a chosen text while the teacher listens in, prompts, and assesses, naming the strategy as it is observed.
1. Independent Practice: The teacher explains how the strategy applies to independent reading, then assesses individual application through conferring and observation.
1. Whole Class Share: Selected students share successful use of the strategy; others share confusion and talk through their own strategy use and its effect on comprehension.
1. Application of the Strategy: Once students show they understand a strategy, the teacher plans for applying it to other genres and more challenging text — in shared reading, guided reading, and writers’ workshop alike.
The Range of Strategies Proficient Readers Use
1. Making connections between prior knowledge and the text — readers pay closer attention when they relate to what they are reading. While they naturally bring their own experience to a text, they comprehend better when they actively think about how the text connects to their lives and the wider world.
1. Asking questions — questioning is what keeps a reader engaged, clarifying understanding and pushing meaning-making forward. It sits at the heart of thoughtful reading.
1. Visualizing — active readers build mental images from the words on the page, and those images sharpen their understanding.
1. Drawing inferences — inference sits at the intersection of what a reader already knows, the clues a text offers, and a forward-looking judgment about theme or what is coming next.
1. Determining important ideas — thoughtful readers grasp what is essential, separating central ideas from less important details.
1. Synthesizing information — synthesis combines new information with existing knowledge into an original idea or interpretation.
1. Reviewing — sorting and sifting through what is important can surface new insight and change how a reader is thinking.
1. Repairing understanding — when confusion breaks down meaning, readers stop and clarify, drawing on a range of “fix-up” strategies to get back on track.
Adapted from Stephanie Harvey and Anne Goudvis, Strategies That Work (Stenhouse Publishers, 2000).
Conferences
Reading conferences are how a teacher comes to know a student’s real strengths and needs as a reader. At heart, a conference is about asking good questions—open-ended ones that invite the student to respond to the text, rather than questions with a single correct answer. “Can you talk to me about what you’ve been reading?” opens a genuine conversation a teacher can use to assess comprehension; “Where was the girl going?” produces little more than a quiz-like exchange.
A few starting questions help build a picture of a student’s independent reading work:
1. What strategies are you using as you read today? How are they helping — or not helping — you?
1. Was there anything that caused you trouble or confusion today? Can you show me that part of the text?
1. What was your favorite part of what you read today? Can you show me and tell me why you liked it?
1. What did you hope to find out as you read today? Show me the parts that helped you answer your question.
1. What was this text mostly about? What do you think you need to remember from today’s reading?
Open-ended questions tend to turn a conference into a real conversation, one where a teacher learns far more than any script could capture — often without needing a prepared list of questions at all, since the picture of a student’s reading develops naturally as the conversation unfolds. Moreover, where a teacher shares a student’s native language, conducting the conference in that language often surfaces the clearest possible picture of the strategies a student is actually using, unconstrained by a second language.
Record Keeping
A workable record-keeping system helps a teacher hold onto everything a reading conference reveals — what a student was doing, what progress and difficulty showed up, what was taught. Keeping records also signals to students that their reading conferences are taken seriously, and it gives a teacher concrete evidence to draw on when discussing achievement with parents and administrators. Conference notes should directly shape the next round of reading workshop minilessons. Students, too, can keep their own records — a running list of the strategies they are working on, with notes on how the work is going.
Responding to Literature
The time set aside for independent reading is sacred, and students should spend the great majority of it actually reading. Still, readers are always responding to a text as they read, and that thinking deserves feedback from both teachers and peers. A few structures support that response:
1. Conversation — students talk daily about their reading with a partner or small group, often in the last few minutes of the workshop.
1. Jotting — quick thoughts on Post-its, prepared ahead of a conversation with a partner or a conference with the teacher.
1. Double-entry response — a two-column chart where a student records their thinking on one side and the text that triggered it on the other. Like any structure, this needs to be modeled first.
1. Fully developed, published responses — modeled and carried through the full writing process — revised, edited, published — roughly three times a year during writing workshop, spanning a real variety of response types.
Responses, whether spoken or written, can take many forms:
1. Retells
1. Summaries
1. Connections — text to self, text to text, text to world
1. Predictions
1. Questions
1. Book reviews
1. Letters
1. Character changes over time
1. Themes
1. Comparisons
1. Quotes
Because research consistently shows that time spent reading is what drives reading progress, writing is deliberately kept out of independent reading time itself. Students can still demonstrate their thinking through homework response journals that receive feedback, or through a weekly class assignment built around a particular type of response.
Implications for Struggling Readers and Students with Special Needs
1. Keep the minilesson short, concise, and focused.
1. Provide frequent chances to practice the strategy.
1. Keep students’ desks clear of unnecessary material.
1. Let students find a spot that’s genuinely comfortable for them.
1. Start with shorter independent reading sessions and lengthen them as stamina builds.
1. Offer a well-organized, varied, leveled, and age-appropriate choice of reading material.
1. Limit the amount of writing required during independent reading time.
1. Meet with students to set goals and reflect on their daily practice.
1. Validate students who show the behaviors effective readers use—making choices, applying strategies, staying on task.
Guided Reading
Guided reading builds strategic thinking and moves readers toward independence. Working with small, flexible, homogeneous groups gives students a chance to discuss, read, and think their way through a shared text. Using multiple copies of a carefully chosen text, the teacher supports problem-solving directly—teaching the strategies students need and helping them reflect on which strategies are already working—inside an environment made safe by the support of both teacher and peers.
What Guided Reading Looks Like
A guided reading group is small, generally no more than five or six students, gathered somewhere with little traffic and easy space to talk—a corner table or a rug in the meeting area both work well. Students hold their own copies of the shared text, and the teacher often has a chart tablet or whiteboard on hand to highlight parts of the lesson.
A guided reading lesson creates room for discussion of strategy, of the text itself, and of students’ own questions. Students get to read quietly and independently while also working through an unfamiliar text with the support of the teacher and peers, practicing one specific strategy along with everything else they already know about reading. It also gives the teacher an ongoing window into each student’s development as a reader.
Forming Guided Reading Groups
Group formation rests on a substantial amount of assessment early in the year: running records of students reading aloud, direct observation of the strategies they use or do not use, and conversations with students about their own reading habits. That assessment continues all year, and it is what makes it possible to form — and regularly reform — groups that genuinely match students’ needs.
For English Language Learners, it helps to assess in both languages regardless of whether a student receives native-language instruction, since reading ability in a first language reliably predicts success reading in English. Native-language assessment often reveals a clearer picture of a student’s actual repertoire of skills and strategies.
Teachers rely heavily on the DRA, the Reading Progress Indicator (Skill Analysis Report), and their own observation to form groups—looking at each student’s DRA level and evaluating their reading against the DRA continuum. These groups are never permanent; they are reconfigured regularly to keep readers grouped with peers who share similar strengths and needs.
Choosing a Text for Guided Reading
Selecting the right text is one of the central tasks of guided reading. A good choice matches readers’ abilities, keeps them genuinely engaged, and gives them a real chance to practice the strategy being taught.
For English Language Learners, text selection adds another layer: alongside a student’s DRA level, the teacher considers overall language proficiency—current vocabulary and syntax development in English—and analyzes a text’s vocabulary and structures against that proficiency, while also weighing how culturally familiar its content will feel.
Guided reading texts should sit at an instructional level: more challenging than what a student can read independently, but well short of a frustration level. Because the reading is supported, students can safely push themselves to try strategies in texts that might not go as well if they were reading entirely alone.
Younger readers respond well to colorful texts with illustrations closely matched to the print; older readers benefit from a real range of genres — nonfiction essays and articles, informational text, short stories, poems. In every case, the teacher previews a book with one question in mind: what strategy can I actually teach with this text? If students need practice using illustrations to solve unknown words, for instance, the text needs illustrations that closely track the print. After selecting a text, the teacher also notes its particular supports and challenges — title, subtitle, maps, graphs — since attending to those details is much of what makes a guided reading lesson effective.
Running a Guided Reading Lesson
Once groups are formed around students’ needs and instructional levels, planning begins the same way it does for shared reading or an instructional read aloud: confirming that the chosen text matches a specific strategic focus.
The teacher opens by naming the group’s focus and the strategy that will be addressed, then introduces the specific text, activating prior knowledge where needed. With younger students, this might include a picture walk—using illustrations to predict what the text holds—along with time spent on unfamiliar or challenging vocabulary and content. Older students might instead see the teacher model the strategy directly, giving them a concrete example before reading on their own.
All students then get time to read independently while surrounded by peers working on the same task. The teacher may ask a student to “whisper read” and take a quick running record, or confer individually to assess strategy use and note significant reading behaviors—records that shape future work with that reader.
Guided reading is also a strong setting for direct ESL instruction, drawing on approaches like the Natural Approach or CALLA and on questioning calibrated to a child’s stage of English proficiency, so word- and passage-level comprehension can be assessed fairly. It is a natural place to introduce new vocabulary, structures, and language uses from the text, and to teach text-processing strategies especially useful to second-language readers — scanning illustrations, using a title as a clue to the main idea, self-questioning while reading, rereading for fluency, analyzing word structure, or transferring word knowledge from a native language into English.
After independent reading and strategy practice, the group comes together to share—discussing the text’s meaning while naming specific moments where the strategy was applied successfully, and addressing any challenges that came up. Every guided reading lesson closes by making explicit how the strategy will help students with any text they encounter next; naming that possibility out loud is what helps students actually add the strategy to their working repertoire.
For students new to English, questioning in their native language, when possible, helps reveal what they actually do when they hit an unknown word or a passage they do not understand.
What Are the Other Students Doing?
Making sure the rest of the class is working productively. At the same time, meeting with a guided reading group is one of the central planning considerations of the whole literacy block — a teacher can only give a group full attention when confident the rest of the class is genuinely engaged in reading and writing. Some classes handle this through independent reading (with time still carved out to confer with those readers); others use literacy centers built from work the class has already been doing. Neither structure works without real time spent building routines, expectations, and respect for the literacy work happening across the room.
Implications for Struggling Readers and Students with Special Needs
1. Guided reading is built, by design, to address students’ specific needs with materials matched to their reading level — which makes it a naturally supportive environment for both struggling readers and students with special needs.
Guided Reading Lesson Plan Guidelines
1. Materials: Chosen based on prior lessons, students’ needs, and the particular features of the text that support the target strategy.
1. Introduction: Defines the lesson’s purpose and expectations, explicitly explaining what good readers do when they use the focus strategy. It stays short, focused on one aspect of the strategy rather than content, reader-to-reader in tone, and built on lessons already taught.
1. Demonstration: At planned stopping points, the teacher models applying the strategy by thinking aloud, using the chosen text as the context—after which students get their own chance to practice with the same focus.
1. Guided Practice: Students apply the strategy to the chosen text while the teacher confers individually to assess strategy use, consistently naming and pointing out that use as it happens.
1. Independent Practice: The teacher explains how the strategy carries over to independent reading, then assesses individual application through conferring and observation, keeping accurate records on each student.
1. Whole Group Share: Based on observation and conferences, individual students share their successful strategy use. Struggling students get a chance to voice difficulties and find solutions through guided reading partnerships or added scaffolding, so that by the end of the Share, students recognize how the strategy is helping them read more effectively.
Guided Reading Lesson Plan Form
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Guided Reading Text Evaluation
Text:
Title:
	Supports
	Challenges
	Strategies to Notice

	Title
	
	Verbalizing/supporting opinions, attitudes, and reactions in accountable ways

	Subtitle
	
	Defining words in context

	Captions
	
	Assessing and building on prior knowledge

	Photographs
	
	Consciously connecting new information to known.

	Subheadings
	
	Creating visual and mental images from text

	Maps
	
	Predicting, confirming, and rejecting new predictions

	Graphs / Charts / Diagrams
	
	Asking questions of self, author, and text

	Bold print
	
	Developing strategies for monitoring understanding

	Definitions
	
	Using text supports — charts, graphs, pictures, headings.

	Questions within text
	
	Understanding (not just defining) new vocabulary; transferring knowledge to new content; organizing facts; reading between the lines to grasp an author’s intent; making personal connections


Writing Workshop
Writing for authentic purposes, over sustained stretches of time every day, lets students genuinely experience the pleasures of authorship and strengthens their development as writers. Students draft, revise, edit, and publish across a range of genres and for a range of audiences. The teacher’s job throughout is to model effective strategies, confer with individuals and small groups, encourage collaboration, and open up real opportunities for meaningful writing.
What Writing Workshop Looks Like
Writing time typically follows a standard workshop shape: a minilesson, a stretch of time for students to write, and a closing opportunity for sharing and reflection. The materials shift with grade level — younger students often work from folders with a range of paper sizes and writing tools. In contrast, upper-elementary and middle-school students work from writers’ notebooks, moving pieces into a drafting folder once they begin revising toward publication.
The minilesson that opens each workshop runs about ten minutes. Students gather in a central meeting area, both to build a strong sense of writing community and to make sure everyone can focus on the lesson. During the minilesson, the teacher — and occasionally a student — explains an effective writing strategy, often modeling it through the teacher’s own writing or an excerpt from a published or student text (with that student’s permission). Each minilesson focuses on one strategy or issue; the range of possible topics is genuinely endless, but common ones include:
1. Management issues: where materials are kept, how students move from the meeting area to their writing spots, appropriate voice levels
1. How to get started
1. Ways to get “unstuck”
1. Rereading one’s own writing
1. Revising for clarity
1. Effective beginnings and endings
1. Conventions of craft
1. Conventions of particular genres
1. Knowing when a piece is finished, and what to do once it is
1. Editing — checking spelling and grammar, and when and how to do it
1. For English Language Learners: constructing text in English, phrasing ideas in a new language, or using reference tools to convey precise meaning to readers
For a fuller list of minilesson topics, see Lucy McCormick Calkins, The Art of Teaching Writing (Heinemann, 1994).
Following the minilesson, students write independently. They are generally expected to try the strategy just shared, but the topics themselves stay self-selected—even when a class is studying a particular genre or content-area subject, students still need real freedom to choose what they write about. Story starters and prepared topic lists have no place in writing workshop.
Beginning and intermediate English Language Learners benefit from more structured, supported writing tasks: mediated writing, where the teacher offers explicit prompts to help a student produce text in their second language (a form of guided writing); models such as dialogue journals and interactive writing; and peer support through review and feedback. Understanding the cultural dimensions of writing — what purposes and audiences actually motivate a given child to write — matters just as much here as the mechanics do.
Writing workshop closes with a share, which can serve several purposes: highlighting students who successfully tried the day’s strategy, making public something a student did especially well, or simply giving students a chance to share their writing in part or in full. Other students respond with specific feedback — retelling the essence of the piece, naming what the writer did well, and offering ideas for improvement — often supported by criteria charts or rubrics. Whatever its specific purpose on a given day, the Share brings closure to that day’s writing and builds anticipation for the next.
What Are Students and Teachers Doing?
Students work independently, but never in isolation — throughout the workshop, they share their work, ask questions, and think things through together, sometimes moving around the room to consult mentor authors, whether that means a fellow student writer or a published text. The productive hum that fills the room during this time comes from teacher conferences with individuals and small groups, and from students conferring with one another; clear routines and expectations are what keep that hum productive rather than chaotic.
As the teacher moves through the room conferring, notes focus on what a student writer was taught and what might come next, to inform all of that student’s future work, not just the piece in front of them. A conference often opens with, “What are you working on with your writing today?” — a question that keeps the focus on both progress and product. A small set of questions tends to recur across conferences:
1. What writing strategy are you working on today? How is it helping you — or not?
1. Was there anything causing you trouble or confusion? Can you show me where?
1. Is there a published author you can turn to for advice? How might studying their writing help your own?
1. What are your plans for this piece? How will you make that happen?
With English Language Learners, one area deserves particular attention: cross-lingual inventive spelling and text organization. It is natural for a student producing text in a second language to draw on their native-language graphemes and phonemes — writing “escul” for school, or “he no go” for “he is not going” — or to structure sentences in English following native-language grammar. The way a student organizes a whole piece may reflect the deep structure of their first language too. This is expected, not a red flag, and the more a teacher understands about a child’s native language, the better they can anticipate what cross-lingual patterns might show up. Most students work through this naturally over time, though some benefit from direct feedback once a pattern persists.
Implications for Struggling Readers and Students with Special Needs
1. Keep desks clear of unnecessary materials.
1. Provide a predictable routine.
1. Repeat minilessons with small groups as needed.
1. Help students generate their own lists of topics.
1. Teach only one writing strategy at a time.
1. Demonstrate directly, for individuals and small groups, how to improve a piece of writing.
1. Allow real time for students to talk about their writing, both before and after workshop.
1. Give students time to think about their writing.
1. In conferences, name what a student is doing well first, then teach one thing to make the writing better.
1. Have students write about topics they genuinely know and understand.
1. Let students begin a story orally before sending them off to write independently.
1. Allow students to write on computers.
1. Confer daily with struggling students, individually or in a small group.
1. Give every student an individual alphabet and blends chart, a portable word wall, an accessible class word wall, and a name chart — and model how actually to use them.
Word Study
Reading and writing sit at the heart of the District Ten Literacy Framework, and the district’s mission is for every child to become a joyful, proficient, independent reader and writer. Reaching that goal depends on students genuinely understanding how the written language system works — the process this framework calls Word Study.
The purpose of the framework’s separate Word Study component is to lay out the rationale for studying words, define precisely what students need to know at each reading stage, and explain how to weave that teaching through the literacy block and beyond. That fuller component — developed for grades 1 through 8 by Lucy Malka with support from Jane Montgomery and collaboration with Susan Levy, with its Spanish Word Study strand written by Daisy Baez in collaboration with Emma Suarez Baez and significant contributions from Patricia Campbell, Roselina Monegro, and Olga Pugliese, and its Kindergarten strand developed by Cheryl Tyler — is organized into four chapters:
1. Chapter One: Definitions of reading and writing and how the two relate; what word solving and word study actually mean; word-solving strategies.
1. Chapter Two: Principles of word study instruction; how word study time is structured; focused word study.
1. Chapter Three: The stages of word solvers — emergent, early, transitional, self-extending, and advanced.
1. Chapter Four: Primary literacy standards; sample minilessons; an appendix; references — including special considerations for conducting word study with English Language Learners.
Teachers are expected to follow Month-by-Month Phonics by Patricia M. Cunningham and Dorothy P. Hall, which lays out a systematic program of word study, including structures for teaching strategies and techniques for applying them to purposeful reading and writing.
Word study carries particular weight for English Language Learners, who are still developing the phonemes, morphemes, vocabulary, and syntax of English. Word inquiry — the fifth basic word-solving strategy — matters especially here, since success in learning depends on building a genuinely complex network of linguistic meaning in a new language. That makes vocabulary expansion, alongside a growing understanding of how English words work, a real priority: learning semantically related words through tools like a thesaurus or word webs, and linking words that share roots between a student’s native language and English. While students eventually need every word-solving strategy in the toolkit, early on, noticing how words look and connect often comes more easily than noticing how they sound, since the sound system itself is still being acquired.
Implications for Struggling Readers and Students with Special Needs
1. Use ongoing assessment of student writing — first drafts especially — to determine which words belong on the word wall.
1. Slow the pace of introducing new words, and spend more time on meaning and fluency.
1. Set goals for practicing and mastering high-frequency words with students who struggle to spell them correctly and automatically in first drafts — no more than one or two words at a time, using Cunningham’s system below.
1. Reinforce Cunningham’s method for learning a new word: look, say, chant (spell), cover, write, and check.
1. Set a clear deadline with individual students working on spelling difficulty, again limiting new words to one or two at a time.
1. Assess what a student already knows about a word. If a child writes “thru” for “through,” for example, point out that they already know most of the word — only three more letters and where to place them remain.
1. Teach students to reread for misspellings at the end of a writing session and correct each one against the word wall.
1. Give students chances to highlight — with reading frames or highlighter tape — and read words in context during everyday reading.
1. Give students chances to write words in different ways: big, little, fast, slow.
1. Provide tactile experiences for learning new words, such as building and taking apart words with magnetic letters.
For more detail, the district’s full Word Study Component of the Literacy Framework is the place to go.
Test Strategy
Test-taking is treated here as its own genre, worth studying as deliberately as any other kind of reading — not simply a skill to cram before an exam. Early in the year, test-taking strategies live inside the regular reading and writing workshops; later, they become the focus of a dedicated four- to six-week study.
A Suggested Two-Day Structure
	Day
	Segment
	Time

	Day One
	Strategy Demonstration Minilesson (Whole Class)
	10 minutes

	Day One
	Practice and Apply (Small Group)
	20 minutes

	Day One
	Share (Whole Class)
	15 minutes

	Day Two
	Strategy Minilesson Review
	10 minutes

	Day Two
	Private Try
	20 minutes

	Day Two
	Share (Small Group / Whole Class)
	15 minutes



The minilesson introduces and models a specific test-taking strategy. Afterward, students get a public try—applying the strategy together in a small group. When working with students new to English, the passage and items used need to match their stage of English proficiency and avoid unnecessary cultural bias, so the lesson’s focus stays on the strategy itself rather than the language barrier around it; a separate minilesson on handling unfamiliar or culturally unfamiliar language can help students new to English push past that barrier.
During Practice and Apply, students might work in partnerships or small groups, discussing how they arrived at a correct answer while the teacher observes and confers—this conversation is where real understanding of the test-taking process takes hold. The Private Try asks students to apply the strategy alone, under conditions that mirror actual testing as closely as possible: seated apart, working silently.
The Share that follows asks students to explain, both orally and in writing, how they arrived at their answers — through reflective writing, double-entry journals, and written dialogue. Most of this time goes to discussing the process of choosing a correct answer, with the teacher charting the discussion so it can be referenced in future lessons.
Studying Tests as a Genre
I. What can we learn about ourselves as test-takers?
Research students as test-takers: watch them take a test that’s genuinely hard for them, have them work in small groups, and interview them about the experience.
II. How do good test-takers outsmart test-makers?
Study how students choose answers, eliminate choices that do not make sense, and work through confusion in meaning. Useful questions include: Why did you choose this answer? Why didn’t you choose this one? What was your thinking as you answered? I noticed you were... why? What part of the question is confusing, and why?
Follow up by affirming students’ critical thinking, stressing positive choices, discussing issues and concerns openly, sharing what was noticed with the class, and researching three or four students at a time to figure out why they are working the way they are — building a theory, then charting what is noticed to shape future minilessons.
III. Studying test format
Have students work in groups to study a test’s language and physical layout, listing what they notice — for instance, that five or six questions typically follow each passage, that accompanying pictures relate to the passage, that passages tend to progress from short to long, and that question sequence usually tracks the sequence of the passage.
IV. The language of questions
Have students analyze the kinds of questions a test asks, thinking like test-makers themselves to determine what each one actually requires of the reader. Important language to study includes phrasings like “Which of these phrases best describes...,” “Which sentence from the passage shows...,” “The central problem is resolved by...,” “Judging by... what probably happened?,” “What is the author’s purpose?,” “Which statement is not true?,” “Which of these is a logical inference?,” “Which is the best title?,” and “What will the character probably try to do next?”
Worth studying alongside that language is a set of recurring technical terms — mostly about, best moral, according to, you can conclude, author’s purpose, idioms, excerpts, phrases/statements/selection/passage, conclusion, not true — and the many ways a single question can be phrased, from “Which of these is not a fact/opinion” to “What is the main idea of the passage” to “Which of these events happened last/first.” Students can then practice classifying questions by type: main idea, inference, sequence, characters, figurative language, vocabulary, author’s purpose, mood.
As a further exercise, students can try writing their own questions for a passage using what they have learned about test format, discussing what makes one question different from another. Who, what, where, and when questions are detail questions, with answers found directly in the text; why and how questions call for inference — pulling together facts from the text, prior knowledge, and personal judgment to conclude.
A few strategies for reading the test itself are worth teaching directly: read the introduction, titles, and directions first; read the first few questions before the passage, and read the passage with those questions in mind; avoid holding more questions in mind than necessary; move back and forth between questions and passage; mark where you stopped reading so you do not repeat material; recognize that not every strategy works for every student; cover part of the test if it feels overwhelming; and always confirm an answer by returning to the text. The core hint worth repeating: the answers are in the text — use the text to find them, not personal experience.
V. Focus, stamina, and pacing
Students study themselves as test-takers, asking when they are focused, when they are not, what causes distraction, how they behave when distracted, and how they refocus. Useful refocusing strategies include monitoring and cross-checking, retelling to refocus, and rereading for a different purpose. Timing students during practice tests, gradually increasing the amount of material, helps build the stamina real testing requires — along with teaching students to use time wisely, answering easy questions quickly rather than lingering.
VI. Tips and tricks for test-taking
1. Use the text, not personal experience, to answer — though occasionally personal experience is genuinely relevant.
1. Build the habit of rereading a question and pausing to ask what it is actually asking.
1. Choose an answer, not just an isolated fact pulled from the passage.
1. Use the process of elimination deliberately, starting with answers that are obviously wrong.
1. Confirm an answer against the text rather than relying on memory.
1. Do not linger on answers already secure.
1. Remember what has been learned about oneself as a test-taker, and watch for the question types that tend to cause trouble.
1. Rephrase a question in one’s own words to be sure of what is being asked.
1. Do not skip questions — if time allows, return only to the ones genuinely in doubt.
VII. Implications for the literacy block
The habits built through test-strategy study are meant to last well beyond test day. Students should be expected to support their opinions about a text with real details, locate and confirm those details, and read parts of a text that provoke a particular reaction. They should practice retelling important parts to a partner and to themselves, take notes to support a main idea, notice supportive details as they read, and practice highlighting text for a range of specific purposes. Rereading for a specific purpose, questioning the author and the text and each other, taking notes toward a specific goal — finding a main idea, tracing the cause of an event — and building webs, semantic maps, and other graphic organizers to support main ideas with relevant details all belong in the regular literacy block, not just in test preparation. Retelling, used this way, strengthens comprehension strategies across the board.
Family Literacy
Community School District Ten, in partnership with Literacy Inc. (LINC) and the National Network of Partnership Schools at the Center on School, Family and Community Partnerships at Johns Hopkins University, has taken on a Family Literacy Project together with the New York City Board of Education. The initiative sets out to:
1. Build community support and parental involvement so that every child reads well by third grade
1. Expand the capacity of District School Leadership Teams to build, develop, and sustain effective school, family, and community partnerships.
1. Create Action Teams or sub-committees within School Leadership Teams.
1. Write short-term and long-range goals for this initiative as part of a formal Action Plan.
Reaching this vision depends on the whole educational community sharing responsibility for educating children. By joining forces with LINC and Johns Hopkins, District Ten can bring schools, families, and communities together around the goals of the District Comprehensive Education Plan, in service of stronger student achievement.
The collaboration’s broader objective is to build community support for the literacy initiative itself — reaching commercial establishments, community-based organizations, block associations, libraries, and faith institutions, alongside the students, parents, grandparents, and families at the center of it all. That work starts with building a shared sense of responsibility, helping every member of the community recognize why their own participation matters.
Efforts focus on aligning and coordinating local resources to give students additional reading support, including:
1. Encouraging cross-age tutoring — middle school and elementary students, older and younger reading partners
1. Training parents to serve as reading partners
1. Building effective extended-day, extended-week, and extended-year programs
1. Training community members as reading partners
LINC coordinators work directly at school sites across every quadrant of the district, bringing interested stakeholders together into community-based literacy teams, setting agendas, developing local leadership, and sharing information about needs and resources. Within each School Leadership Team, the Action Team or sub-committee keeps the literacy focus alive and serves as a training ground for developing parent leadership and a clear, workable model of collaboration.
Bringing It Together
Taken as a whole, this framework is really just one idea worked out in full: that a genuinely strong literacy program is built from shared beliefs, translated consistently into daily practice, and supported by real assessment, real professional development, and a real partnership between school and home. No single component — read aloud, guided reading, word study, test strategy — does the job alone. It is the combination, sustained day after day across a school, that gives students the range of literacy experiences they need to grow into confident, capable readers and writers.
Used as a reference rather than a script, this guide can support that work in any building: a starting point for a new teacher planning a first guided reading group, a shared vocabulary for a grade-level team studying student writing together, or simply a reminder, on a harder day, of why each piece of the literacy block earns its place.
