
Each Scholar: 
A Voice. 
A Dream.
A Bright Future.

FWPS P-12 ELA Blueprint



Each Scholar: A Voice. A Dream. A Bright Future.

OVERVIEW



Each Scholar: A Voice. A Dream. A Bright Future.Each Scholar: A Voice. A Dream. A Bright Future.

OVERVIEW

Introduction
Welcome to Federal Way Public Schools P–12 English Language Arts (ELA) Blueprint. Teachers are 
charged with the tremendous responsibility to elevate and inspire the literacy achievement for all 
scholars in order to provide them with successful transitions from grade to grade leading each scholar 
to a promising future. Our purpose is to create high quality literacy instruction across all classrooms 
that are learner and literacy-centered to empower our scholars with the gift of literacy as a key to 
learning. The FWPS P–12 ELA Blueprint is a set of highly accessible and research based guidelines to 
help educators ensure and maximize the literacy achievement of all students through high quality 
balanced literacy instruction. These guidelines serve as a roadmap to support teachers in delivering 
proficient to distinguished teaching. 

With the adoption of the Washington State ELA Standards, teachers have the huge undertaking of 
providing literacy instruction that is cognitively appropriate and at the same time ensures equitable 
access to learning experiences that meet the rigor and demands of the standards. We have identified 
research based instructional practices that define a comprehensive and integrated approach to 
teaching and learning as we prepare all our scholars for college, careers and citizenship. 

Focus on a Guaranteed and Viable Curriculum
A guaranteed and viable curriculum is the number one factor impacting student achievement 
(Marzano, 2003). Guaranteed means that all scholars, regardless of their teacher or school have access 
to the same content, knowledge, and skills across the district. Viable means that the curriculum is 
realistic in scope, with developmentally appropriate and challenging learning targets for scholars. 
Through the adoption of curriculum and the implementation of a balanced literacy model, we will 
achieve Goal 1 Building the Foundation The Early Years and Goal 4 Mastery of all Subjects as outlined 
in FWPS Strategic Plan. 

What it is...                                                                               What it is not...

• A common set of expectations for ELA 
instruction across all classrooms

• A philosophy with a laser like focus on 
the research that compels all educators 
to focus on ELA standards & instruction

• An Assessment

• A Curriculum

“Literacy unlocks the door to learning throughout life, is essential to development 
and health, and opens the way for democratic participation and active citizenship.”  
 

        ~ Kofi Annan

 P–12 ELA Blueprint
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Our goal is to ensure every FWPS ELA teacher knows and understands:

1. The beliefs that underpin the FWPS ELA model
2. The behaviors that foster a love of literacy as well as the skills to become literate citizens
3. The menu and details of specific structures that can be used in a balanced literacy model
4. How informative literacy assessments guide instructional decisions
5. A balanced literacy model
6. A framework for including all scholars in high quality core instruction 

What is “Balanced Literacy”?
Balanced literacy is a comprehensive program of language arts acquisition, and begins with creating 
a genuine appreciation for reading and thinking about fiction and nonfiction text.  As demanded by 
Common Core, this means a balance between reading, writing, listening, speaking, language and 
foundational skill development.

The Balanced Literacy Model includes the gradual release of responsibility from the teacher to the 
learner.  This is composed of the readers’ workshop, writers’ workshop, language and word study, and 
shared reading experiences.  Instruction is designed to meet the individual needs of learners to ensure 
academic achievement for all students.  Balanced literacy provides a flexible, balanced approach to 
teaching literacy to be used in combination with the adopted core curriculum.  
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ELA Student Achievement

The Guiding Principles lay a foundation for the ELA model. 

Expert Teachers and Leaders provide the highest leverage “research-based” strategies.

Balanced literacy structures provide a gradual release that equips students with what they 
need to be engaged and self-directed learners.

Environment and Culture maximize opportunities for student engagement and learning.

Knowledge of students’ strengths, challenges, interests, and aspirations leads to 
individualized, student-centered instruction and engagement.

Assessment is infused throughout the model for responsive, data-driven instructional 
decision-making.

Washington State ELA standards create a trajectory for all students to be college and career 
ready.

A Guaranteed and Viable Curriculum assures a systematic P-12 curriculum model.
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FWPS Instructional Framework
The 5 Dimensions of Teaching and Learning instructional framework (5D) is a research based 
comprehensive reflection of the core elements of effective teaching.  The Center for Educational 
Leadership (CEL) faculty conducted a thorough review of the literature in both the learning sciences 
and effective teaching practices, and mined the instructional expertise from some of the very best 
teachers and school leaders in Washington State and across the country to develop the framework.  
Similarly, the balanced literacy model, including the gradual release model from Fisher and Frey, is 
also grounded in research from the top experts in the field.  The balanced literacy model defines high 
quality instruction specifically in an ELA classroom.   The 5D Instructional Framework provides critical 
questions for teachers, schools and district leaders to consider as they observe the teaching and 
learning process using the following dimensions:  

• Purpose:  Setting a clear, meaningful course for student learning
• Student Engagement:  Encouraging substantive, intellectual thinking
• Curriculum and Pedagogy:  Ensuring that instructions challenges and supports all students
• Assessment for Student Learning:  Using ongoing assessment to shape and individualize 

instruction
• Classroom Environment and Culture:  Creating classrooms that maximize opportunities for 

learning and engagement.

The 5D instructional framework helps teachers and district leaders develop a common language and a 
shared vision as they undertake the hard work of improving instruction to ensure student achievement.  

RATIONALE- FWPS INSTRUCTIONAL FRAMEWORK

ENGAGEMENT
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The Washington State ELA Standards articulate what to 
teach so that educators can focus on how to instruct and 
the pathway that can best meet the needs of each student. 
Attending to these rigorous academic standards, provides 
the content for high quality curriculum and instruction and 
for a balanced assessment system aligned to those standards. 
When woven into a cohesive curriculum, reading, writing, 
listening, speaking, language, and foundation standards 
provide the optimal learning experience for students. The 
transition from previous state standards to the Washington 
State ELA Standards requires educators to increase (1) building 
knowledge through content rich non-fiction and informational 
texts, (2) reading and writing grounded in evidence from 
the text, and (3) regular practice with complex texts and 
embedded academic vocabulary. When implemented within 
a multi-level system of support, the Washington State ELA 
Standards and these instructional shifts help to ensure that 
every child will graduate prepared for college, career, and a 
productive life.

Students bring strengths and experiences to learning. ELA 
curriculum, instruction, and assessment that are grounded 
in the culturally responsive practices of relevance, identity, 
belonging, and community serve to best engage all students. 
High-quality ELA curriculum and instruction should be 
culturally relevant to the students being served and prepare all 
students for a multicultural world. Although no two students 
come to school with the same culture, learning strengths, 
background knowledge, or experiences, and no two students 
learn in exactly the same way, every student’s unique personal 
history enriches classrooms, schools, and the community. This 
diversity is our greatest educational asset.

Recognizing that learners are different, teachers use flexible 
and fluid instructional designs as they support students to 
become increasingly independent readers and writers of 
complex text as well as strong communicators. Effective 
teachers realize that instruction needs to be modified for 
students capable of more advanced work, as well as for 
struggling students. Ongoing assessment and analysis drive 
these instructional decisions. 

All teachers believe, and their practices reflect, high 
expectations for all students through developmentally 
appropriate high quality instruction. As educators, we need 
to responsively diagnose and deliver what it takes to support 
each student in meeting their academic potential. 

Guiding Principle 1
Effective English language 
arts and literacy practices are 
based on Washington State 
ELA Standards 

Guiding Principle 2 
Effective English language 
arts and literacy practices are 
responsive to the background, 
interests and needs of the 
students.

 

Guiding Principle 3 
Effective English language 
arts and literacy practices 
ensure all students can learn 
and be successful through 
differentiated experiences.

GUIDING PRINCIPLES 
The following principles are philosophical statements that underpin 

the standards and resources of this literacy blueprint. 

RATIONALE- GUIDING PRINCIPLES
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Guiding Principle 4
Effective English language 
arts and literacy practices 
incorporate a variety of 
ongoing formative and 
summative assessments 
yielding valuable actionable 
information to support student 
growth. 

Guiding Principle 5
Effective English language arts
and literacy practices provide a
balance between foundational
skills and meaningful reading,
writing, speaking and listening
experiences.

Guiding Principle 6 
Effective English language arts
and literacy practices place oral
language and interaction as a
core component.

Meaningful assessment drives instruction, affects learning, 
and is an integral part of teaching. Purposeful assessment 
practices help teachers and students understand where 
they have been, where they are now, and where they might 
go next. A single assessment cannot provide sufficient 
information to plan teaching and learning. Using different 
types of assessments as part of instruction, results in useful 
information about student understanding and progress. FWPS 
educators use this information to guide their own practice 
and in partnership with students and their families, to reflect 
on learning and set future goals.

From the beginning, it is essential for success in reading to 
converse with, co-write with, and provide opportunities for 
students to engage with print in engaging and meaningful 
ways. This plays an especially critical role in developing 
student’s vocabulary, their familiarity with how texts work, 
their knowledge of the natural world, and their appreciation 
for the power of the written word. In the primary grades, 
foundational skills are emphasized while at the same time 
addressing the meaningful elements of rich informational 
and narrative texts. Explicit skill instruction in reading and 
writing are necessary to create the building blocks for later 
acceleration. Intermediate students continue to learn about 
and practice foundational skills in increasingly more complex 
texts, continuing the balanced literacy format. Daily application 
and practice of these skills in meaningful, authentic literacy 
experiences--with timely, relevant, and specific feedback--is 
critical to solidify the learning.  

The Common Core provides a powerful opportunity to build 
diversity into instruction and encourage powerful dialogue. 
The words we read, write and speak carry perspective, context, 
and origin. No text is neutral. There is always voice. When 
planning literacy instruction, teachers place students into a 
dialogue with the authors and texts as well as with their peers. 

Oral language development includes critical skills that let 
students:

• Communicate—listen and respond when other people 
are talking

• Understand the meaning of a large number of words 
and concepts that they hear or read

• Obtain new information about things they want to 
learn about 

• Express their own ideas and thoughts using specific 
language

Oral language development is a critical foundation for 
reading, writing, and spelling, and it is the “engine of learning 
and thinking.” (Learning to Talk and Listen, 2009).

RATIONALE - GUIDING PRINCIPLES
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Guiding Principle 7
Effective English language arts
and literacy practices build 
critical thinking as an extension 
to language development.

Guiding Principle 8
Effective English language arts
and literacy practices draw 
on informational texts and 
multimedia in order to build 
academic vocabulary and 
strong content knowledge. 

Guiding Principle 9 
Effective English language arts
and literacy practices Use 
writing to propel students’ 
intellectual growth, and 
develop their ability to think, 
to communicate, defend ideas, 
and to create worlds unseen. 

Effective use of language both requires and extends thinking. 
As learners listen to a provocative narrative, view a video 
clip of a famous speech, analyze a poem, or write an essay, 
they engage in thinking. Students develop their ability to 
remember, understand, analyze, evaluate, and apply the ideas 
they encounter in English language arts and in all the other 
disciplines, when they read increasingly complex texts and 
undertake increasingly challenging assignments that require 
them to write or speak in response to what they are learning. 
Grounding their thoughts, using evidence from sources is an 
integral aspect of the work. Teachers recognize the importance 
of being able to respond effectively to the challenges of 
linguistic and cultural differences in their classrooms. They 
draw on these different ways of talking and thinking as 
potential bridges to speaking and writing in Standard English. 
Interactions with peers allow prime opportunities to foster 
respectful dialog when presenting opposing arguments. 

Students should encounter many examples of informational 
and media texts (including non-print texts such as dance, 
visual arts, video, music, theatre, etc.) aligned to the grade 
level complexity. This kind of reading, listening, and viewing 
is the key to building an abundant academic vocabulary 
bank and increasing knowledge about the world. Each kind 
of print or media text has unique characteristics; proficient 
students apply the critical techniques learned in the study 
of exposition to the evaluation of multimedia, television, 
radio, film/video, and websites. Research-based vocabulary 
acquisition strategies are evident in all classrooms, to support 
the learning. An approach that integrates the components 
of ELA (reading, writing, listening, speaking and language) 
with the required content from social studies and science is 
optimal. 

At all levels, students’ writing records their imagination, 
exploration, and responses to the texts they read. As 
students attempt to write clearly and coherently about 
increasingly complex ideas, their writing serves to propel 
intellectual growth. A student’s writing and speaking voice 
is an expression of self. Students’ voices tell us who they are, 
how they think, and what unique perspectives they bring 
to their learning. Students’ voices develop when teachers 
provide opportunities for interaction, exploration, and 
communication. When students discuss ideas and read one 
another’s writing, they learn to distinguish between formal 
and informal communication. They also learn about their 
classmates as unique individuals who can contribute their 
distinctive ideas, aspirations, and talents to the class, the 
school, the community, and the nation.

RATIONALE- GUIDING PRINCIPLES
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RATIONALE - GUIDING PRINCIPLES

Guiding Principle 9 (cont.)

Guiding Principle 10
Effective English language arts
and literacy practices reach out 
to families and communities 
in order to sustain a literate 
society.

In addition to writing across the curriculum, a writer’s 
workshop format emphasizing writing arguments, 
explanatory/informative texts, and narratives is part of the 
balanced literacy model.

Families and communities play a crucial role in developing 
students’ speaking, listening, language, reading, and writing 
skills. Effective literacy frameworks help parents and caregivers 
understand how vital their role is and emphasize that all of the 
components of literacy—close and critical reading, coherent 
writing, articulate speaking, and attentive listening—are 
essential in a democratic society.

* The preceding guiding principles are adapted from the English Language Arts Frameworks of The Wisconsin Department of Public 
Instruction and the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, the article “Building Diversity into the 
Common Core,” by Emily Chiariello (2012) and Learning to Talk and Listen, An oral language resource for early childhood caregivers, by 
the National Institute for Literacy (2009).
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The following are key shifts called for by the Common Core:

Regular practice with complex texts and their academic language
Rather than focusing solely on the skills of reading and writing, the ELA/literacy standards 
highlight the growing complexity of the texts students must read to be ready for the demands 
of college, career, and life. The standards call for a staircase of increasing complexity so that all 
students are ready for the demands of college- and career-level reading no later than the end of 
high school. The standards also outline a progressive development of reading comprehension so 
that students advancing through the grades are able to gain more from what they read.

Closely related to text complexity and inextricably connected to reading comprehension is a 
focus on academic vocabulary: words that appear in a variety of content areas (such as ‘ignite’ and 
‘commit’). The standards call for students to grow their vocabularies through a mix of conversation, 
direct instruction, and reading. They ask students to determine word meanings, appreciate 
the nuances of words, and steadily expand their range of words and phrases. Vocabulary and 
conventions are treated in their own strand not because skills in these areas should be handled in 
isolation, but because their use extends across reading, writing, speaking, and listening.

Because the standards are the roadmap for successful classrooms, and recognizing that teachers, 
school districts, and states need to decide on the journey to the destination, they intentionally do 
not include a required reading list. Instead, they include numerous sample texts to help teachers 
prepare for the school year and allow parents and students to know what to expect during the 
year.

The standards include certain critical types of content for all students, including classic myths 
and stories from around the world, foundational U.S. documents, seminal works of American 
literature, and the writings of Shakespeare. The standards appropriately defer the majority of 
decisions about what and how to teach to states, districts, schools, and teachers.

Key goals for assessing the claims for 
student mastery of the Washington 
State ELA Standards

• Read closely and analytically to 
comprehend a range of increasingly 
complex literary and informational text.

• Produce effective and well-grounded 
writing for a range of purposes and 
audiences.

• Employ effective speaking and listening 
skills for a range of purposes and 
audiences

• Engage in research and inquiry to 
investigate topics and to analyze, 
integrate and present information.

Key shifts called for by the Common Core:

• Regular practice with complex text and 
its academic language.

• Reading, writing and speaking grounded 
in evidence from the text, both literary 
and informational

• Building knowledge through content-
rich nonfiction

Common Core Shifts and Claims

RATIONALE- COMMON CORE SHIFTS AND CLAIMS

1.
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Reading, writing, and speaking grounded in evidence from texts, both literary 
and informational
The Common Core emphasizes using evidence from texts to present careful analyses, well-
defended claims, and clear information. Rather than asking students questions they can answer 
solely from their prior knowledge and experience, the standards call for students to answer 
questions that depend on their having read the texts with care.

The reading standards focus on students’ ability to read carefully and grasp information, arguments, 
ideas, and details based on evidence in the text. Students should be able to answer a range of 
text-dependent questions, whose answers require inferences based on careful attention to the 
text.

Frequently, forms of writing in K–12 have drawn heavily from student experience and opinion, 
which alone will not prepare students for the demands of college, career, and life. Though the 
standards still expect narrative writing throughout the grades, they also expect a command of 
sequence and detail that are essential for effective argumentative and informative writing. The 
standards’ focus on evidence-based writing along with the ability to inform and persuade is a 
significant shift from current practice.

RATIONALE  - COMMON CORE SHIFTS AND CLAIMS

KNOWLEDGE

2.
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Building knowledge through content-rich nonfiction
Students must be immersed in information about the world around them if they are to develop 
the strong general knowledge and vocabulary they need to become successful readers and 
be prepared for college, career, and life. Informational texts play an important part in building 
students’ content knowledge. Further, it is vital for students to have extensive opportunities to 
build knowledge through texts so they can learn independently.

In K-5, fulfilling the standards requires a 50-50 balance between informational and literary 
reading. Informational reading includes content-rich nonfiction in history/social studies, sciences, 
technical studies, and the arts. The K-5 standards strongly recommend that texts—both within 
and across grades—be selected to support students in systematically developing knowledge 
about the world.

To be clear, the standards pay substantial attention to a balance of literary non-fiction to literary 
fiction text throughout K-12. The balance at grades K-5 is 50/50, grades 6-8 is 60/40 and grades 
9-12 is 70/30. In grades 6-12, there is much greater attention on the specific category of literary 
nonfiction, which is a shift from traditional standards. To be clear, the standards pay substantial 
attention to literature throughout K-12, as it constitutes half of the reading in K-5 and is the core 
of the work of 6-12 ELA teachers. Also in grades 6-12, the standards for literacy in history/social 
studies, science, and technical subjects ensure that students can independently build knowledge 
in these disciplines through reading and writing. Reading, writing, speaking, and listening should 
span the school day from K-12 as integral parts of every subject.

RATIONALE- COMMON CORE SHIFTS AND CLAIMS

KNOWLEDGE

3.
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RATIONALE  - CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE PEDAGOGY
Culturally Responsive Pedagogy
Teaching is culturally responsive when it uses the cultural knowledge, prior experiences, and 
performance styles of diverse students to make learning more appropriate and effective for them 
(Geneva Gay, 2000). Students bring strengths and experiences to learning.  ELA curriculum, instruction, 
and assessment that are grounded in culturally responsive practices of relevance, identity, belonging, 
and community serve to best engage all students.  Instruction should be culturally relevant to the 
students being served and prepare all students for a multicultural world.  

Culturally Responsive Literacy Instruction from The National Center for Culturally Responsive 
Educational Systems names the following as tenets of successful programs:  

• Acknowledges the legitimacy of the cultural heritages of different ethnic groups, both as legacies 
that affect students’ dispositions, attitudes, and approaches to learning and as worthy content to 
be taught in the formal curriculum.  

• Builds bridges of meaningfulness between home and school experiences as well as between 
academic abstractions and lived sociocultural realties.  

• Uses a wide variety of instructional strategies that are connected to different learning styles.  
• Teaches students to know and praise their own and each others’ cultural heritages.  
• Incorporates multicultural information, resources, and materials in all the subjects and skills 

routines taught in schools.  

“We must teach the way students learn, rather than expecting them to learn the way we teach.” 
                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                                                          - Pedro Noguera

A Balanced Literacy Model 
provides the structures 

necessary to create culturally 
responsive classrooms.Lisa 
Delpit said, “We must keep 

in mind that education, at its 
best, hones and develops the 

knowledge and skills each 
student already possesses 

while at the same time 
adding new knowledge and 

skills to that base (The
National Center for Culturally

Responsive Educational
Systems, 2000)

Multicultural 
information, 

resources, and 
materials 

Knowldge of 
own and each 

others’ cultural 
heritages 

Legitimacy 
of cultural 

heritage and 
ethnic groups 

Builds bridges 
of meaningful-

ness

Instructional 
Strategies Culturally 

Responsive 
Teaching 
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• Social, economic, cultural, intellectual, political, and 
institutional changes are continually at work (along with 
technology), changing how adolescents read and write 
texts.  

• Teachers must be sensitive to the competencies that young 
people bring to comprehending and producing texts of 
many forms and functions.  

• While adolescents are engaging in these new literacies with 
ever increasing frequency, neither they nor their teachers 
typically view this kind of participation as reading and 
writing.  This mismatch may contribute in part to why some 
young people view school literacy as being irrelevant to 
their everyday lives and 78% of teens believe they would be 
more motivated to engage in writing in school if there were 
more multimodal tools available.  

• Adolescents need teachers who can help them understand 
how to read and interpret texts critically and to position 
themselves strategically as authors.  

• The stakes have never seemed higher for teaching students 
to think critically about what they see, hear, view, and 
construct in the relatively untamed world of Web 2.0. 

Adolescents deserve access 
to and instruction with 
multimodal, multiple texts.  

Adolescent Literacy:  
A Position Statement of the International Reading Association

“What Adolescents Deserve” 

“Adolescents need access to engaging and motivating content and instruction to 
support their continued development.”  

 

        --Adolescent Literacy:  A Position Statement of 
the International Reading Association (2012) 

Adolescent Literacy and the Balanced Literacy Framework
The International Reading Association and the Institute for Educational Sciences (IES) have published 
position statements based on current research regarding the teaching of literacy to middle school 
and high school students.  Their findings align closely to the work done within the Balanced Literacy 
Framework and structures within the Readers’ Workshop for all grade levels.  And still, it is important 
to understand that, “…adolescent literacy is complex.  There are many reasons why adolescents 
have difficulty making sense of texts, and there are many manifestations of these difficulties.” (IES, 
2008) Below is a summary of many of the key points in each study, focusing on the gradual release of 
instruction to students.  

RATIONALE - ADOLESCENT LITERACY
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RATIONALE - ADOLESCENT LITERACY

Adolescents deserve 
differentiated literacy 
instruction specific to their 
individual needs.  

Adolescents deserve 
opportunities to participate 
in oral communication when 
they engage in literacy 
activities.  

Adolescents deserve 
assessments that highlight 
their strengths and 
challenges.  

• Appropriate differentiation of instruction has expanded to 
include culturally responsive pedagogy, as our classrooms 
become increasingly diverse learning spaces.  

• Schools need to support the struggling learners, the gifted 
learners, and students along that continuum to advance all 
adolescents’ literacy development.  

• Quality whole-group teaching can be beneficial to all. 
Targeted interventions and enrichments may be appropriate 
for small groups while intense one-on-one training may 
need to occur for individual students.  

• The overlapping and differentiated approach to 
accommodating student diversity and delivering literacy 
instruction, depending upon the specific needs each student 
presents, is one important way of increasing the likelihood 
that adolescents will engage in instruction and reach their 
achievement potential.  

• Oral communication in the classroom is an important 
precursor to both reading fluency and comprehension, yet 
it is often neglected in secondary schools.  

• Oral communication in classrooms is related to student 
knowledge and development of academic communication 
skills – in speaking, reading, and writing.  

• Speech practice shapes student development of concepts 
being introduced in a subject area, a student’ thinking, and 
argumentation skills needed in formal, academic learning.  

• Literacy is social, and students who talk about and share 
their perspectives on the texts they have heard, read, and 
viewed may come to a deeper understanding of the text and 
topic than they would on their own without conversation.  

• Oracy remains a cornerstone of literacy development and 
needs to be fostered in middle and high school classrooms.  
Students should engage in civil discourse and debate issues 
that arise in their local community and democratic society.  

• Curricula should be based on an “inquiry framework,” 
which relies on assessment that “is the exploration of how 
the educational environment and the participants in the 
educational community support the process of students 
as they learn to become independent and collaborative 
thinkers and problem solvers.”  

• Assessments must include such performances as students 
being able to make meaning from an idea in print and then 
represent their new understandings in a variety of modes 
(e.g., video, audio, graphical) while consciously making 
decisions about the most effective delivery mode for an 
audience.  

• Actual student performance requiring students to have 
acquired deep knowledge of concepts in subject matters as 
demonstrated by problem solving, collaboration, analysis, 
synthesis and critical thinking will give the students, their 
teachers, and their families knowledge of what has already 
been learned and what remains to be learned across 
disciplines.  
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Adolescents deserve access 
to a wide variety of print and 
nonprint materials.  

Provide explicit vocabulary 
instruction 

Provide direct and explicit 
comprehension strategy 
instruction 

Provide opportunities for 
extended discussion of text 
meaning and interpretation

 
Increase student motivation 
and engagement in literacy 
learning 

• There is a strong case for the importance of access to 
AUTHENTIC reading materials.  

• Providing time for adolescents to work with print and 
nonprint resources specific to the learning demands and 
interests of individual students supports overall literacy 
development.  

• Adolescents are motivated to engage in what is naturally of 
interest and to make use of the multiple print and nonprint 
resources available to deepen understanding and build 
lifelong literacy habits.  

• Dedicate a portion of regular classroom lessons to explicit 
vocabulary instruction. 

• Provide repeated exposure to new words in multiple 
contexts, and allow sufficient practice sessions in vocabulary 
instruction.  

• Give sufficient opportunities to use new vocabulary in a 
variety of contexts through activities such as discussion, 
writing, and extended reading.  

• Provide students with strategies to make them independent 
vocabulary learners.  

 

• Select carefully the text to use when beginning to teach a 
given strategy. 

• Show students how to apply the strategies they are learning 
to different texts.  

• Make sure that the text is appropriate for the reading level 
of students.  

• Use a direct and explicit instruction lesson plan for teaching 
students how to use comprehension strategies.  

• Provide the appropriate amount of guided practice 
depending on the difficulty level of the strategies that 
students are learning.  

• Talk about comprehension strategies while teaching them.  

• Carefully prepare for the discussion by selecting materials 
and developing stimulating questions.  

• Ask follow-up questions that help provide continuity and 
extend the discussion. 

• Provide a task or discussion format that students can follow 
when they discuss text in small groups.  

• Develop and practice the use of the specific “discussion 
protocol.”

• Establish meaningful and engaging content learning goals 
around the essential ideas of a discipline as well as around 
the specific learning processes used to access those ideas.  

• Provide a positive learning environment that promotes 
student autonomy in learning.  

• Make literacy experiences more relevant to student interests, 
everyday life, or important current events.  

RATIONALE - ADOLESCENT LITERACY
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RATIONALE - ADOLESCENT LITERACY

(Continued) 

Make available intensive 
individualized interventions 
for struggling readers that 
can be provided by qualified 
specialists

• Build classroom conditions to promote higher reading 
engagement and conceptual learning through such 
strategies as goal setting, self-directed learning, and 
collaborative learning.  

• Use reliable screening assessment to identify students 
with reading difficulties and follow up with formal 
and informal assessments to pinpoint each student’s 
instructional needs.  

• Select an intervention that provides an explicit 
instructional focus to meet each student’s identified 
learning needs.  

• Provide interventions where intensiveness matches 
student needs: the greater the instructional need, the 
more intensive the intervention. Assuming a high level 
of instructional quality, the intensity of interventions is 
related most directly to the size of instructional groups 
and amount of instructional time.  
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RATIONALE- LITERACY AND EARLY LEARNING
Literacy and Early Learning
Best practices for early literacy instruction are built on the same guiding principles as the Balanced 
Literacy Model. The Federal Way Public Schools Early Learning vision statement sets out that the district 
will provide a responsive comprehensive system of structures, resources and expertise to ensure that 
all FWPS children have the foundational skills and critical support needed to be successful in school 
and life. 

The principles that guide this work are: 

1. Development of the “whole child” - Emerging evidence from neuroscience shows that early 
childhood is a critical period in the development of the brain “architecture” underlying 
cognitive, social, emotional, and health outcomes (Knudsen et al., 2000). Infants and young 
children benefit from environments that provide sensitive, responsive care giving and a variety 
of language-rich learning opportunities that are tailored to individual capabilities and needs. 
Research on the malleability (plasticity) of cognitive and language abilities finds these skills to 
be highly responsive to environmental enrichment during the early childhood period (Nelson 
& Sheridan, 2011). A whole child approach, which ensures that each student is healthy, safe, 
engaged, supported, and challenged, sets the standard for comprehensive, sustainable school 
improvement and provides for long-term student success. 

       (http://www.wholechildeducation.org/about) 

2. Literacy as a regular part of daily life - Teachers need to intentionally plan for children to use 
print in real contexts across the day. For example, students “sign in” next to their name each 
morning, they use a class name chart to learn about the match between print and sounds and 
as a reference when writing things like letters to their 5th grade buddy readers and pictures and 
labels that are hung at eye level help children make decisions about lunch and snacks and what 
they will do during independent work time.

3. Playful Classrooms with Focused Learning - “Preschool and kindergarten students learn best when 
they are interested and engaged in tasks. When teachers guide learning with rich, experiential 
activities and children explore the world through play with the active presence of their teacher, 
learning outcomes are strengthened. The power of play as the engine of learning in early 
childhood and as a vital force for young children’s physical, social, and emotional development 
is beyond question. Children in play-based kindergartens have a double advantage over those 
who are denied play: they end up equally good or better at reading and other intellectual skills, 
and they are more likely to become well-adjusted healthy people.”  (Miller & Almon, 2009).
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RATIONALE- LITERACY AND EARLY LEARNING
Connecting Relationships and Literacy 
Every interaction a child has with parents, caregivers, childcare professionals, teachers, and other 
important adults influences how the child’s brain absorbs, processes, and uses information. When 
children have these strong bonds with adults a secure attachment can develop. A child’s natural 
curiosity and self-led exploration should be supported and appropriately scaffolded by adults who 
have relationships with them. 
 

Securely attached children will be able to learn by exploring and investigating the world. These “serve 
and return” interactions, where both partners play a part in an unfolding interaction, help prepare the 
child to learn to communicate both verbally and non-verbally, and develop literacy skills. 

Understanding Language and Literacy for Early Learners
Learning to read itself represents a continuum that can be grouped in three stages (Justice, 2010). 

In the Emergent Literacy period, precursors of literacy are acquired. These are skills and knowledge 
that not only precede the start of reading, writing, and spelling, but predict them. For children reared 
in language- and print-rich environments, the emergent literacy period typically takes from birth 
through the transition to Kindergarten (4-5 years). 

Emergent and early literacy skills are an outcome of a fundamentally social process (Bus and Van 
IZzendoorn, 1997). A large body of evidence shows that a wide range of early instructional practices 
relate to literacy skills. Some P-3 aligned examples of these features are listed here, through this list is 
not comprehensive:  

The higher the quality of the relationship between parents and their preschoolers predicts the amount 
and quality of literacy-based information shared during book-literacy in 1st grade (Cligenpeel, et al., 
2007)

The more caregivers use labels (that’s a hat), expansions (a BIG hat), and questions (then what 
happens?) while sharing books with their toddlers, the bigger the child’s vocabulary is at preschool-
age (Fletcher, et al., 2008) 

When preschool teachers use more cues to draw students’ attention to aspects of print during book 
sharing, children’s literacy, spelling, and comprehension showed higher levels 2 years later (Piasta, 
et al., 2012) 

Emergent
Literacy

Learning about
print and sound

Conventional
Literacy

Reading to learn
Comprehension

Early Literacy

Learning to read
and decode

Relationships   Communication             Language                          Literacy 
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RATIONALE- LITERACY AND EARLY LEARNING
Beyond language-stimulating interactions, literacy early and often with young children is one strong 
way to support early literacy development (Bus, van IJzendoorn, Pellegrini, 1995). But, how literacy is 
done is just as important as how often. Children who experience more dialogic literacy with adults 
tend to excel in literacy skills. Dialogic literacy is more than just reading the words aloud on the 
page. It actively engages the child in telling the story, through prompts, expansions, and questions. 
It is a conversation about the book, while sharing the book itself. Dialogic literacy is a thoroughly 
documented strategy that empirically advances literacy skills, and is particularly potent with children 
who are at a slightly increased risk to struggle (Arnold & Whitehurst, 1994; Hargrave & Senchal, 2000). 

Two specific dialogue components that have been shown to support emerging and early literacy are:  

Elaborate on the child’s verbal participation 
• Prompting with open-ended (honest) questions (not test-like)
• Extend children’s contributions by repeating, expanding, or praising

Guide children to attend to and learn about key concepts
• Interesting words and challenging concepts (oral language) 
• Print concepts (print and alphabet knowledge)
• Sound patterns (phonological awareness) 

Relationships   Communication             Language                          Literacy 
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The Gradual Release Model and Readers’ Workshop 
The Gradual Release Model of Instruction is built into the Balanced Literacy Model and the Readers 
and Writers Workshop Structures.  This Gradual Release is a spiraled approach that never really ends.  
As a student becomes independent in one skill or strategy, the teacher is ready to begin the spiral on a 
skill or strategy that moves the student further along the continuum of proficiency and sophistication 
in the work. The ultimate goal of readers’ workshop is to create independent readers who will take 
responsibility for their own learning long after the instruction is gone.  

This release of responsibility from the teacher to the student requires careful scaffolding and both 
keen assessments and planned pedagogical structures.  The Gradual Release Model is built on Leo 
Vygotsky’s work on the Zone of Proximal Development in the early 1900s. The Zone of Proximal 
Development, or ZPD, was defined by Vygotsky as,”…the distance between the actual developmental 
level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as 
determined through problem solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration with more capable 
peers.” To begin the instructional process, the teacher holds onto the responsibility for the work for 
the students.   When the students are ready, the teacher shares the responsibility for the learning with 
the students.  Students often move from the sharing responsibility with the teacher to sharing the 
responsibility with peers.  Finally, the students are released to complete independence and students 
are fully responsible for the work. Vygotsky called the release to independence the“internalization and 
automatization” of the process. For many decades, this structure has been referredto as the “I do, We 
do, You do” approach.

“If students are to reach the high expectations we set for them, they need to be able to 
marshal previously learned concepts and apply them to achieve new understandings 

after they leave our schools…To make this transfer of responsibility, we must give 
students supports that they can hold on to as they take the lead – not just push them onto 

the path and hope they find their way.”

Fisher and Frey Nov. 2008 
    ASCD, “Releasing Responsibility” 

RATIONALE - THE GRADUAL RELEASE MODEL
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Fisher and Frey Four Phases of Instruction 
Doug Fisher and Nancy Frey have brought the study of the Gradual Release Model back to the forefront 
of teaching and learning, explaining that in order to release students to independence, the teacher 
must first have clear learning objectives.  When the purpose or objective is clear, students are more 
likely to access schema for new learning and are more motivated to take on responsibility for the 
work.  Also, if objectives and purposes are clear, teachers have greater capacity to plan the release of 
responsibility more explicitly.  (Fisher and Frey 2008).

Fisher and Frey have broken down gradually releasing responsibility to the learner into four phases of 
instruction.  

The first phase, with full teacher responsibility, is MODELING. Teachers model the skill or strategy 
they want students to do by thinking aloud for students, exposing them to how their brains are 
processing the work. “Modeling does not mean providing explanations or questioning students: 
it means demonstrating the way experts think as they approach problems.”  (Fisher & Frey, 2008)  

The second phase in the Fisher and Frey model is COLLABORATIVE WORK. Before students 
are ready to do the work independently, they can work with peers to try out their new learning.  
“Collaborative learning transfers more responsibility to students, yet provides them with peer 
support.” (Fisher & Frey, 2008)  Collaboration is most successful when students have time set 
aside to work together with timelines and group roles. Most importantly, the task must be one 
that requires the interdependence of team members.  

GUIDED INSTRUCTION is the next phase in the gradual release model. This phase requires 
students to take on greater responsibility in the learning process.  Teachers use formative 
assessment in order to plan prompts, cues or guiding questions that will support the learners.  
The teacher is able to hold on to some aspect(s) of the work while releasing other aspects of 
the work to students.  Guided Instruction is usually takes place in small groups and allows the 
teacher to scaffold for the needs of the specific students in the group.  

The fourth phase of the Fisher and Frey model is moving students from COMPENTENT NOVICE 
TO EXPERT.  This phase is built on the premise that students should not be fully responsible 
for tasks until they have been assessed as proficient with the task. Students are not likely to be 
successfully independent with more recently taught instructional targets. Therefore, work should 
be spiraled so that students consistently have opportunities to practice skills and strategies 
learned previously. This supports the connectedness of learning targets across a unit of study or 
even across the year.  

RATIONALE - THE GRADUAL RELEASE MODEL
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This graphic from Fisher and Frey shows the intersection of Vygotsky’s thinking about Zones of Proximal Development and Fisher and Frey’s 
model for the Gradual Release of Responsibility.  The phases from the Fisher and Frey model are placed along the continuum in order to illustrate 
the level of teacher responsibility as it is released to the students.  

Workshop Structures Working Along the Release Continuum 
Balanced Literacy and the Workshop (Reading and Writing) Structures are built on these models of 
gradual release and zones of proximal development.  Students are constantly learning new skills, 
strategies, and processes through teacher modeling, shared instruction, and guided practice.  Then, 
students are released to try on this work in their independent reading and writing.  The work of a reader 
and writer is not meant to be done in isolation but instead done in ways that show the connectedness 
of the skills, strategies, and processes.  One of the most complex implications of the gradual release 
model is the need for on-going, formative assessment so that the teacher knows where the students 
are on the continuum of proficiency with the various learning targets.  Then, the teacher can modify 
which pedagogical structure or phase s/he uses in order to move the student forward.  

RATIONALE - THE GRADUAL RELEASE MODEL

Fisher/Frey
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CLASSROOM 
ENVIRONMENT 
AND CULTURE

Each Scholar: 
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A Dream. 
A Bright Future.
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CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT AND CULTURE - CEL 5D
CEL 5D and the Balanced Literacy Culture and Climate

Classroom Environment and Culture - Distinguishing Dimension
CEC 1 - Use of Physical Environment:  Arrangement of classroom

The physical environment is safe, and the arrangement supports student learning and the 
purpose of the lesson.  Teacher and students use the physical arrangement for learning.

CEC 2 - Use of Physical Environment:  Accessibility and use of materials
The resources, materials and technology in the classroom relate to the content or current unit 
studied, are accessible to all students and are intentionally used by both teacher and student to 
support learning.  Students are familiar and comfortable with using the available resources.

CEC 3 – Classroom Routines and Rituals:  Discussion, collaboration and accountability
Routines for discussion and collaborative work have been explicitly taught, are evident, and 
result in effective discourse related to the lesson purpose.  Students independently use the 
routines during the lesson.  Students are held accountable for their work, take ownership for 
their learning and support the learning of others.

CEC 4 – Classroom Routines and Rituals:  Use of learning time
All available time is maximized in service of learning.  Transitions are student-managed, efficient, 
and maximize instructional time.

CEC 6 – Classroom Culture:  Student Status
Teacher and students demonstrate appropriate teacher-student and student-student 
relationships that foster students’ well-being and adapt to meet individual circumstances.  
Patterns of interaction between teacher and students and among students indicate that all are 
valued for their contributions.  Teacher creates opportunities for students’ status to be elevated.

CEC 7 – Classroom Culture:  Norms for learning
Classroom norms are evident and encourage risk taking, collaboration, respect for divergent 
thinking and students culture. Teacher and students refer to the norms and/or interactions 
consistently align with the norms. Students remind one another of the norms.

ENVIRONMENT



23Each Scholar: A Voice. A Dream. A Bright Future.Each Scholar: A Voice. A Dream. A Bright Future.

CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT AND CULTURE - PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT
SIX ELEMENTS OF CLASSROOM DESIGN: 

The link between physical environment and learning
The physical environment is central to the success of any classroom.  Regardless of grade level, a well thought out and 
organized room leads students to independence, ownership, a sense of community, and positive social interactions.  The 
classroom is often looked at as “another teacher in the room” requiring that each element of space be carefully considered 
throughout the year. (Crowder-Meier, 2016)

Whole Group 
Meeting Area

Charts Classroom
Library

Student Access
Materials

Displays of
Work

Furniture
Arrangement

The Six Elements of Classroom Design:
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WHOLE GROUP MEETING AREA
Students need a place to gather for whole group instruction, mini-lessons, and read alouds; as 
well as, a place to use flexibly for independent and small group work.  Meeting areas offer daily 
opportunities to build community, foster Accountable Talk, and engage in focused, explicit 
instruction.  Secondary classrooms benefit from this community area as much as any other age 
level. When planning for the Whole Group Meeting Area, consider the following components:  

Meeting Rug/Area:  
This is where the community comes together to learn and to share. The space should be large 
enough for all students to sit comfortably and provide space for the teacher.  Older students may 
be taught routines to bring chairs to the meeting area.  

Tools for Sharing Texts: 
The teacher will need access to technology and charts for projecting and sharing texts.  Students 
should be sitting in the community area so that they can easily see or turn toward the screen.  

Tools for Interaction: 
Whatever the teacher will need during the lesson should be close and accessible.  This might 
include chart paper, markers, and sticky notes.  Students might need to bring their readers’ or 
writers’ notebooks and/or sticky notes and a writing utensil.  

  
  

Primary ClassroomMiddle School Classroom

Intermediate Classroom

CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT AND CULTURE - PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT
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CHARTS
Charts document instruction and discussion and serve as an ongoing reference for students and 
teachers. All charts should be currently useful to students and organized for accessibility.  Print rich 
classrooms provide students multiple resources for learning, foster ownership, and value thinking and 
Accountable Talk. Charts may fall into the following categories:  

• Procedural Charts: These charts document how the classroom community will operate and 
includes information about routines, rituals, and procedures.  

• Anchor Charts: Anchor charts are crafted and posted to help students process and remember the 
key components of teaching and learning within the unit of study.  

• Discussion Charts: Teachers and students use charts to document student comments and ideas 
gathered during class discussions.  These charts can also be places to collect student work on sticky 
notes that are models for other students.  

• Collection Charts and Boards: Academic vocabulary, high frequency words, and collections of 
words can be posted on word walls and charts in order to serve as a reference for students.   

Procedural Charts

CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT AND CULTURE - PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT
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Anchor Charts

Discussion and Collection Charts

CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT AND CULTURE - PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT
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CLASSROOM LIBRARY
Classroom libraries are the cornerstone of a Balanced Literacy classroom; they offer students both 
engaging reading and clear models for high-quality writing. Libraries are organized to engender 
independence and ownership among students, valuing their interests and knowledge.  The teacher 
maintains a library that meets the needs of all learners in the classroom. Consider the following as you 
organize your library:  

• Choice: Students make choices about their own reading lives using the structure of the classroom 
library as a scaffold. 

• Levels: The library should have texts at levels that match the reading levels of the students in the 
class.  

• Sorting of Books: Books are sorted in an organized way that supports student choice.  Books can 
be organized by themes, topics, series, and authors.  Books may be reorganized throughout the year 
based on units of study and changing student interests.  

• Rotating Inventory: Books can be added across the year, keeping the library fresh. 

CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT AND CULTURE - PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT
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STUDENT ACCESS TO MATERIALS 
A variety of materials are made available to students matching their learning needs throughout the 
year.  Organizational structure and labels make finding materials quick and easy.  A classroom organized 
for access to frequently used materials supports student independence and ownership.  Students are 
taught how to self-manage as they access materials and are respectful of the learning community.  

• Writing Tools: Students have ready access to a variety of materials such as paper selections, 
pencils, crayons, markers, stapler, and paper clips. Writers’ notebooks and technological tools used 
for writing should be stored so that students know where to find them and put them every day.  

• Reading Tools: Students can help themselves to tools that support independent and partner 
reading such as sticky notes, highlighters, pens, and pencils.  Readers’ notebooks should be stored so 
that students know where to find them and put them every day.  

CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT AND CULTURE - PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT
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DISPLAYS OF STUDENT WORK 
Student work is displayed throughout the room in organized, meaningful ways. These displays celebrate 
the accomplishments of ALL students, honoring the process each student goes through in crafting 
high-quality work. Final products are displayed to celebrate the results.  These displays also become 
models for work the students are engaged in and should be relevant to what students are currently 
doing.  Work should be taken down and replaced every couple of weeks and should be labeled so that 
students and classroom visitors can interpret the purpose and accomplishments.  The hallways can 
be used as a “museum” of work from the previous unit of study.  Again, work should be labeled so the 
community can celebrate with the students and understand the learning that occurred.  

• Process Displays: All steps from the learning process are displayed as models of the teaching and 
learning within the unit.  The steps should be labeled so that students can replicate the work that is 
posted.  

• Product Displays: Results of careful crafting are celebrated through display of published student 
work.  This work is “final copy” and posting this work allows for all students to showcase their 
learning.  

• Hallway Displays: Student work collected throughout a unit of study can be displayed in the 
hallway.  This work shows the trajectory of learning across the year and is visible to students, 
parents, and teachers of other grade levels.      

 

CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT AND CULTURE - PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT
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FURNITURE ARRANGEMENT
Furniture arrangement reflects how students and teachers use the space. The organization of classroom 
furniture provides space for independent work, partner work, conferring, guided reading, strategy 
grouping, and collaborative work.  Furniture is set up to create smooth transitions and systems for 
flow throughout the space.  Multiple and varied work areas support student choice, independence, 
collaboration and accountable talk. The flexible space also provides areas for differentiated instruction, 
a cornerstone of the Balanced Literacy classroom. 

• Small Group Space:  Students sit at tables or grouped desks for independent and collaborative 
work.  

• Flexible Meeting Spaces: Conference tables, “kidney-shaped” tables, and the community area 
serve as places for students to meet with or without the teacher for conferences and small group 
work.   

• Teacher Space: Minimal spaces are set aside to use as a station for teacher materials and 
planning.  

CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT AND CULTURE - PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT
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Ms. Davis's Portfolio (/)

Below in an image of what my ideal classroom would be for a High School class.

Here is a short description to clarity the image.

When making this layout I saw each set of desks as having three students placed there thus making a classroom
sit of fifteen students. I saw this number as being large enough for group activities and learning but small enough
that each student could be given individual attention. 
The whiteboard would have a projector aimed at it from the ceiling so that video clips or PowerPoint presentations
could be shown when appropriate. 

HOME (/) ABOUT MS DAVIS (/ABOUT-MS-DAVIS.HTML) PORTFOLIO (/PORTFOLIO.HTML)

BLOG (/BLOG.HTML) LINKS (/LINKS.HTML)

CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT AND CULTURE - PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT
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“The First Twenty Days” of school provide the foundation for instruction for the entire school year.  
During these first few weeks of school, the climate and culture of the classroom will be established 
as teachers and students become familiar with each other.  Students will learn the expectations for 
behavior along with the structures and routines that will be utilized in the classroom. This work leads 
the community toward understanding the academic expectations and processes for the year.  

CLIMATE AND CULTURE 
During the first 20 days, teachers must work to create the community that will support the reader’s 
and writer’s workshop structures.  Activities should be scheduled for the first few days of school that 
allow for students and the teacher to get to know each other, including practicing of names.  The 
community must be one in which the teacher has a deep understanding of each student. The teacher 
uses these first few days as an opportunity to get to know each and every student.  The teacher works 
from a stance of curiosity, identifying student academic strengths and needs, as well as personality 
traits.  During this time, students are also getting to know each other and building a rapport with peers 
and the teacher.  This creates an environment that is safe for risk taking, problem solving, and critical 
thinking.  

PROCEDURES, ROUTINES, AND RITUALS 
Another priority in the first 20 days of school is establishing and practicing the procedures, rituals, and 
routines that underpin the writer’s workshop.  The teacher will use this time for the students to get to 
know and have ownership of classroom and school behavioral expectations.  

There are several basics that need to be explicitly taught and practiced, regardless of age or grade.  This 
list includes, but is not limited to the following:  

• Arriving into the classroom 
• Departing the classroom (can include lining up for lower grades) 
• Accessing materials 
• Cleaning up materials 
• Working within the readers’ workshop structures

• Read alouds/Shared Reading
• Minilessons
• Conferences
• Small Groups 

• Talking with and engaging in work with a partner or small group 
• Transitioning between areas of the physical environment 

• Moving to and from small groups 
• Moving to and from the community area 

• Browsing and checking out books from the classroom library 

The first 20 days, “…serve as students’ gateway to the disciplinary knowledge they are 
expected to learn. These first weeks of school are a critical period in the lives of teachers, 
too: We encounter and assess students, establish habits of mind and of procedure, and 

build a community out of a group of strangers.” 
  

Fisher and Frey The First 20 Days:  The Common Core Edition 

CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT AND CULTURE - THE FIRST TWENTY DAYS
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ACADEMIC EXPECTATIONS AND PROCESSES
As the community comes together and is working through the routines and procedures of a reader’s 
and writer’s workshop, the teacher introduces the academic expectations and processes that will be 
used throughout the entire year. These expectations and processes should be vertically aligned and 
are the responsibility of each and every grade level.  

Students will begin working within the structures of the reader’s and writer’s and writer’s workshop 
and they will need to be trained on their roles within each structure.  Students will be explicitly taught 
the expectations and tasks that coincide with independent reading including writing in a reader’s 
notebook.  Students will also need to be trained on the architecture of the reading conference and the 
role they will play during conferences with the teacher.  Teachers can use the first 20 days to model 
book talks and eventually have students take over this opportunity to share texts and their reading 
lives with each other.  

This is also the time to explicitly teach the habits, skills, and processes required for success with 
independent and collaborative work within the writer’s workshop.  One of the most important aspects 
of independence in the readers’ workshop is stamina.  Teachers must explicitly teach, assess, and provide 
feedback on student stamina within the first 20 days of school.  To be successful within independent 
reading, readers will need to be taught how to select “Just Right” reading texts.  Another aspect of the 
readers’ workshop that will need to be explicitly taught is the required level of academic talk.  Students 
will need to be trained on the content and talk moves specific to the grade level.  While the logistical 
aspects of partner and group work are taught earlier within the first 20 days, it will also be necessary 
to come back and teach the critical thinking and problem solving strategies of this collaborative work.  

Students will also need to be taught and immersed in the expectations for writing about reading 
within the first 20 days.  This first unit should include teaching “writing short” and/or jotting about 
one’s thinking during the reading process along with the work required in a readers’ notebook.  For 
intermediate, middle, and high school students, time should be set aside to create and organize the 
reader’s notebook within the first few weeks of the year.  

INDEPENDENCE

CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT AND CULTURE - THE FIRST TWENTY DAYS
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THE FIRST TWENTY DAYS - SAMPLE LESSONS FOR VARIOUS GRADES
This list is not meant to be for any specific grade nor is it meant to be comprehensive. Instead, it should be 

used a guide for the explicit lessons that need to be taught in the first 20 days of the school year.  

• Students enter the room by getting to seats and getting supplies ready 
• Students understand the structures of a literacy block and how to move 

through them 
• Students understand the expectations for independent work and the reading 

block 
• Readers come to the whole group community area by… (insert your 

expectations) 
• Readers check out books from the classroom library by… (insert your 

procedures) 
• Students get the materials they need for the lesson by… (insert your 

expectations) 
• Students transition from small groups (or centers) to their seats by… (insert 

your expectations) 
• 

Routines and 
Structures

• Partners share their thinking with a partner by sitting shoulder to shoulder 
and holding a book in the middle 

• Readers share their thinking with a partner by taking turns making decisions 
together about their reading 

• Partners add on to their partners’ thinking by explaining why they agree or 
disagree

• Partners “talk long” about a thought by referring to their sticky notes
• Partners talk long about a thought by citing the evidence and explaining 

their thinking 
• Partners talk in a small group by:  

• Sitting so all members can see each other 
• Sitting with hands and feet still 
• Making eye contact 
• Listening as one person talks at a time 
• Listening to understand what the speaker is saying 
• Taking turns talking 
• Asking questions or sharing thoughts after the other partner has finished 

speaking 
• Groups work together by turning to one another and making eye contact 
• Partners turn and talk by using active listening concepts such as eye contact 

and gestures
• Partners talk long by testing out their ideas and revising or affirming their 

thinking 
• Partners turn and talk by asking clarifying questions 
• Partners strengthen their turn and talk by using academic vocabulary 
• Partners turn and talk by being active listeners 
• Partners talk by adding on to each other’s idea 
• Partners turn and talk by asking clarifying questions 
• Partners turn and talk by using academic vocabulary to increase the quality of 

talk 
• Partners talk long by getting out all you know on the topic and using 

evidence to support your thinking 

Academic Talk 
and Group Talk

CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT AND CULTURE - THE FIRST TWENTY DAYS
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THE FIRST TWENTY DAYS - SAMPLE LESSONS FOR VARIOUS GRADES (cont.)

• Readers speak in a debate format by lining up the evidence to the big idea 
they are trying to defend 

• Debaters plan their talk by using their own rhetoric 
• Debaters increase their power by sticking to their argument and sticking to 

their rhetoric 
• Partners support each other with revision by looking with an objective eye at 

the argument, evidence alignment, and word choice

Academic Talk 
and Group Talk

Selecting “Just
Right” Books

• Readers choose their own texts for independent reading by thinking about 
“just right” books

• Readers select “just right” books by thinking about what they have liked to 
read in the past and finding books that match those interests

• Readers check to see if a book is “just right” by stopping after a few minutes of 
reading and making sure they can retell what happened 

• Readers select “just right” books by checking to see if a book is too easy, too 
hard or just right

• Readers choose “just right” books by matching the book to their purpose for 
reading 

• Readers abandon books after really thinking through whether or not they can 
complete the book AND then making a quick plan for a new book

• Readers gain stamina for reading by making a plan and sticking to it 
• Readers gain stamina by reading a bit longer every day 
• Readers begin silent reading by:  

• Moving to a reading place quickly 
• Moving away from friends so they can concentrate
• Putting away all distractions
• Setting a reading goal for the day 
• GETTING STARTED!  

• Readers remind themselves of where they left off in their reading by: 
• Rereading front and back covers and thinking about what they 

know about the story/text 
• Rereading the last few paragraphs read

• Readers stay focused and have stamina while reading independently by 
keeping their eyes on the text, staying still and quiet, and getting rid of all the 
distractions 

• Readers set up their notebooks by starting a table of contents or reading log
• Readers decorate readers’ notebooks by… (insert how you want them to 

think about this task) 
• Readers use sticky notes as a way to react to a text
• Readers mark interesting places in the text with sticky notes
• Writers write long in their reader’s notebook by choosing the “juiciest” jot and 

then saying more 
• Readers write long about theme by beginning to include evidence to support 

their thinking 

Independent
Reading

Writing About
Reading

CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT AND CULTURE - THE FIRST TWENTY DAYS
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STUDENT ENGAGEMENT - INDEPENDENT READING

“The research base on student-selected reading is robust and conclusive:  Students 
read more, understand more, and are more likely to continue reading when they have 

the opportunity to choose what they read.”
 

        Richard Allington 
       Every Child, Every Day

Independent Reading
Independent reading is at the core of the Balanced Literacy Model, coming at the end of the gradual 
release spiral structure within the readers’ workshop.  While higher test scores are one result of the 
implementation of consistent independent reading in classrooms at all grade levels, another benefit 
is the foundation that independent reading lays for creating lifelong readers and learners.  This holds 
true for students of all ages, as well as adults and for English Language Learners (Krashen 2004).

The Importance of Choice and Text Level 
One of the most important factors to the success of independent reading in a classroom is the element 
of student choice.  When students have the option to choose what it is they want to read, they are more 
motivated and more likely to commit to the text.  Committing to and completing texts increases the 
volume of text read and ultimately improves reading skills and strategies.  Teaching students to make 
appropriate text choices and allowing them time to practice making choices, increases the likelihood 
that students will read outside of school (Allington 2012). 
.
While part of text selection is identifying the genres and topics that are interesting to the reader, 
another key consideration needs to be the readability or the level of the text.  When students are 
required to read texts that are beyond their level of reading proficiency, they often become frustrated 
and disengaged.  Students should be able to read texts at their independent level with 95-100% 
accuracy.  When students understand what they are reading, they are more likely to enjoy and engage 
in the reading, again increasing volume and likelihood of improved reading achievement.   “It’s not just 
the time spent with a book in hand, but rather the intensity and volume of high-success reading that 
determines a student’s progress in learning to read” (Allington 2009). 

When students struggle to make appropriate choices for their independent reading, explicit instruction 
on making choices and “scaffolding choice” can make a difference.   In primary classrooms using book 
bags with several books that the student can choose from during the independent reading time often 
scaffolds text selection.  In classrooms with older students, where students are reading longer texts, 
the teacher might scaffold the choice by offering four or five texts they have pre-selected based on 
what they know about the student’s interests and reading level.  

Considering Volume and Time 
“Correlational studies have consistently shown that those who read more show more literacy 
development” (Krashen 2004). Setting aside time to practice is something that musicians and athletes 
do naturally and it should be no different for readers.  When teachers set aside blocks of time for 
independent reading of choice text, students recognize the importance of having a reading life 
(K12Reader 2016). “The amount of time spent reading in classrooms consistently accelerates their 
growth in reading skills” (Neuman for Scholastic 2016). 

Recommendations for how much time should be dedicated to independent reading vary according to 
different researchers and experts.  Penny Kittle recommends middle school and high school students 
read just right texts at least one hour per week, approximately 20 minutes per day.  Other experts 
recommend that all students K-12 read at least 30 minutes per day. Krashen suggests that time spent 
reading is best done in smaller amounts throughout the week rather than one or two times per week 
(Krashen 2004). 
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STUDENT ENGAGEMENT - INDEPENDENT READING
Opportunities for Authentic Practice 
Independent reading provides students with the opportunity to use all of the skills and strategies 
they have acquired during explicit reading instruction.  This is a cumulative set of tools that will be 
used across a lifetime of reading and learning. During the independent reading time, students might 
be engaged in reading, writing about their reading, or talking with a teacher or group of peers about 
what they have read.  “The task of switching between writing, speaking, reading, and listening helps 
students make connections between, and thus solidify, the skills they use in each” (Allington, 2012). 

Students use independent reading as a time to apply the skills and strategies they have learned.  
They might work through decoding strategies, helping them know what to do when they run across 
challenging words.  Students also practice comprehending texts as they read independently.  As 
a student increases his or her volume of texts read, they will also grow their understanding of text 
structure, supplementing what they already understand about reading comprehension.  Students also 
spend time doing literary analysis during the independent reading time - studying, evaluating, and 
interpreting text.  

Purposeful Talk About Text
Dialogue with peers is an integral part of independent reading.  The purposeful, academic talk that 
takes place during independent reading goes beyond being focused on the retell or the summary 
and moves students to the deeper level of thinking that happens during the reading process.  This 
connects back to the literary analysis students are required to do during their independent reading 
time so that students are talking about their study, evaluation, and interpretation of the text.  Through 
the dialogue, “…participants achieve a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts – ideas that are 
bigger and better than any individual may have conceived on their own” (Nichols, 2006).

Students are explicitly taught and have the opportunity to practice talk behaviors, moves, and content 
through the various structures within the Readers’ Workshop.  At the beginning of the year, students 
are often matched in partnerships to discuss their thinking.  Eventually, students are moved into book 
clubs and participate in even more sophisticated dialogue around a shared text.  Some conversations 
students may have include:  

• Thinking about story elements 
• Growing theories about characters and themes 
• Gaining clarity about a section of text 
• Growing new ideas together about a text 
• Studying the craft of the writing
• Comparing and Contrasting ideas and opinions about a text 

OPPORTUNITY
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Writing About Reading For Deeper Understanding 
Writing about reading is another important aspect of independent reading and lets students know 
that what they think about a text really matters. When writing about reading students are provided 
with an opportunity to express their reader’s voice and uncover deeper thinking in response to their 
reading. While this time must be kept to an amount of time that is authentic to the process and does 
not overwhelm the purpose of reading for volume, it allows students to deepen their thinking about 
what they are reading. Writing about reading can be anything from notes scratched on a sticky note 
to a draft of a literary essay in a readers’ notebook.  Students should have scaffolded choices in what 
and how they write, just as they have choices in what they are reading. This writing can be a place for 
students to discover their thinking and prepare for conversation with other readers and shape and 
revise their thinking.   That being said, it is not enough to assign this writing.  If students are expected 
to write rich and thoughtful entries that lead to deeper comprehension and create a tangible record of 
their thinking, that work must be taught explicitly and modeled by the teacher (Losee, 2015).

There are direct links between the ways students talk and write about texts.  Students often begin the 
year by writing short on sticky notes and thinkmarks.  Students in 3rd grade and up are also taught to 
move into writing longer responses in a reader’s notebook. The notebook becomes a place to gather 
the short writes as well as expand on them.  Writing in the reader’s notebook is not about the summary 
of the text so much as it is about comprehension.  Some pieces of writing in the notebook might 
include:  

• Tracking independent reading texts, time, and/or pages
• Identifying books that might be good choices in the future 
• Personal reading life choices and preferences 
• Personal reactions to a text 
• Focus on comprehension strategies 
• Collecting the sticky notes to track ideas 
• Theorizing about a text – theme or character 
• Studying writer’s craft or reading like a writer 
• Tracking thinking using OneNote (1:1 Schools)

STUDENT ENGAGEMENT - INDEPENDENT READING
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STUDENT ENGAGEMENT - ACADEMIC CONVERSATIONS & ACCOUNTABLE TALK

“Students need time every day in every class to practice their collaborative 
conversations. That’s not to say that teachers should simply turn over their class- rooms 
for students to talk, but rather that there are expectations established for student-to-
student interaction and that students will be held accountable for those interactions.”  

         -Fisher and Frey
“Collaborative Conversations”, 

Principal Leadership  

Academic Talk and Structures for Student Collaboration
Academic talk is a cornerstone to the Gradual Release and Balanced Literacy Models.  When students 
are provided structured opportunities to work together with less or no teacher intervention, they 
practice the academic vocabulary and conversational moves and behaviors necessary to grow new 
ideas.  “Classroom talk is frequently limited and is used to check comprehension rather than develop 
thinking  (Fisher/Frey, Content Conversations).” For students to get to a higher level of academic talk and 
thinking, it is critical to teach explicit talk content and moves.  According to Fisher and Frey, students 
need time each day to explore, problem solve, discuss, and think with their peers.  In the Gradual 
Release Model, the Collaborative phase is a move toward independence, allowing peers to practice the 
work before going off to do it independently.

Fisher/Frey
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• Students need to be taught how to prepare for 
academic talk based on the content and structure of the 
conversation.  

• Teachers may teach students to plan by using sticky 
notes, oral rehearsal, review of readers’ notebooks, or 
free writing.  

• Students may work in smaller groups to practice for 
larger group conversations.  

• Students should prepare for talk by thinking about their 
ideas and supporting evidence.  

• Students need to be taught the academic vocabulary 
specific to the content/topic being discussed.

• Teachers assess student use of academic vocabulary in 
peer conversations.  

• Students and teachers create resources in the classroom 
and readers’ notebooks that can be accessed for 
planning conversations. 

• Teachers need to plan explicit lessons with modeling 
of conversational moves and behaviors that are 
developmentally appropriate for their students and 
match the content.   

• Teachers can teach and use explicit sentence stems to 
facilitate academic talk.  

• Teachers need to assess student use of conversational 
moves and behaviors.  

• Students should move past “parallel” talk or the sharing 
of ideas and toward growing new ideas and thinking.  

• Students should be able to support their thinking with 
evidence, proving accountability to the content.  

• Teachers should assess student conversations for deeper 
levels of thinking that is accountable to the content.  

Planning and 
preparation for talk 

Use of academic 
vocabulary 

Conversational moves 
and behaviors 

Getting to NEW 
thinking

To move students toward more accountable talk, teacher should consider the following:    

STUDENT ENGAGEMENT - ACADEMIC CONVERSATIONS & ACCOUNTABLE TALK
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STUDENT ENGAGEMENT - ACADEMIC CONVERSATIONS & ACCOUNTABLE TALK

• Used in minilessons and shared experiences for reading 
and writing, the turn and talk, sometimes called shoulder 
partners, allows for ALL students to participate in a 
conversation so all students are accountable for the 
learning and thinking.  

• The teacher poses a question or prompt that can be 
discussed in a short amount of time. The teacher should 
keep the pace of the talk moving and assess student 
understanding based on anticipated understandings and 
misunderstandings.  

• Turn and Talk partners may be assigned, quickly decided 
by where students are sitting, or chosen by the students.  
This decision, made by the teacher, is critical to the release 
of the learning and is based on what students understand 
about the content and turn and talk process.  

• For longer term pairing than in a turn and talk, students 
participate in peer partnerships to support each other in 
the learning process.  

• Partners select the same Just Right text or same topic for 
writing and are accountable to each other.  

• Partners meet during the Independent portion of the 
workshop model and eventually should be making 
decisions such as when to meet and what to discuss.  

• The teacher explicitly teaches and models the structure of 
the peer partnership and provides feedback.  

• The teacher assesses the partnerships for the content and 
process of the work.  

• Students are responsible for teaching each other content 
from a single text or multiple texts.  

• Students guide the conversations with limited guidance 
from the teacher.  

• The teacher provides explicit teaching with modeling and 
feedback on the reciprocal teaching process.  

• The teacher assesses the group for the content and process 
of the work. 

 
• Students are organized into groups based on interest in a 

topic to be studied.  
• Students may be heterogeneously grouped with texts at 

various levels.  
• The teacher plans group accountability, assessment, and 

framework for topics based on unit outcomes.   

• Students reading the same text work in small groups and 
are accountable to each other for the processes and the 
products.  

• The teacher assesses for need and may use a structure 
similar to conference or strategy group if the book club 
requires additional support, scaffolding, or teaching.  

• The teacher begins a conversation with an open-ended 
question or prompt and then steps out of the conversation, 
assessing the content and conversational moves.  

• Students prepare for a conversation with a large (whole) 
group on a given text or topic.  The preparation should 
include their own ideas with supporting evidence, as well 
as evidence that can be used to connect or dispute other 
ideas.  

• Students must listen to their peers and connect their 
thinking to that of other students.  Talk should build on 
itself and students should be moving in and out of the text 
to study the evidence.   

Different structures for academic conversation will be appropriate at various times 
within a unit of study or across the year. Some of these structures include: 

Turn and Talk

 
Peer Partnerships 
Reciprocal

Teaching Groups 

Topic Groups 

Book Clubs 

Socratic Seminar

Guided Practice

 

Collaborative 
practice with 
limited guidance 

Collaborative 
practice with 
limited guidance 

Collaborative 
practice with 
feedback or 
limited guidance

 
Collaborative with 
limited guidance

Collaborative with 
feedback

STRUCTURE                               LEVEL OF SUPPORT                                                                    DESCRIPTION
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STUDENT ENGAGEMENT - WRITING ABOUT READING

“Writing helps students become better readers and thinkers.  It can help students reflect 
critically about the information and ideas they must understand and make use of both 

in academia and in the world outside its doors.”  
 

         Because Writing Matters: Improving Student 
Writing in Our Schools

National Writing Project 2003

WRITING ABOUT READING

Ways to Write 
Writing about reading is another important aspect to creating a highly effective Balanced Literacy 
program.  In “Writing to Read: Evidence for How Writing Can Improve Reading”, Steve Graham 
explained the evidence that found, “…any writing done about reading has an extremely large effect on 
comprehension…Results were especially dramatic when students responded with personal reactions 
or interpretive ideas (Graham, 2010).” Graham stated that writing about reading had a more positive 
effect on reading comprehension that simply rereading and rereading a text. Teachers need to look for 
opportunities to make these explicit connections between writing and reading throughout the year 
and in every unit of study. 

Graham made three recommendations after his extensive research on the connection between writing 
and reading. The first recommendation is having students write about the texts they read.   He outlines 
four possible ways of having students write about their reading in order to build comprehension.  Find 
these four ways of writing about texts in the chart below with additional information about this work 
in a Balanced Literacy classroom. 
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STUDENT ENGAGEMENT - WRITING ABOUT READING

Growing Thinking For Writing About Reading 
In her book, Writing About Reading, Janet Angelillo says, “Children must be able to interact with texts 
and trust that they can put down their ideas on paper.  If they learn to do this and they do it regularly 
about books they have chosen to read, they will have more than adequate preparation for the kind 
of writing they will do on tests (Angelillo, 2003).” Because students need to practice their ideas before 
getting them down on paper, teachers often connect the talking and writing processes.  Talking 
to peers and the teacher solidifies student thinking about a text so they are ready to expand their 
thinking on paper.  Even when students cannot take advantage of this talk in summative assessments, 
the thinking processes that the students have practiced all year support their writing about reading.  
Planning for the horizontal and vertical alignment of writing about reading is a key to success.  At the 

• Students write on sticky notes as they are reading.  
• Students collect their thinking throughout the reading 

process in a reader’s notebook.  
• Students go back and make notes after they read using 

sticky notes or a reader’s notebooks.  
• Students annotate text as they read.  
• Teachers must teach the explicit skills required to take 

notes based on the genre and format of the text and the 
task. 

 
• Students write on sticky notes as they are reading. 
• Students write in a reader’s notebook throughout the 

reading process.  
• Teachers must teach the explicit processes for writing to 

respond to texts in ways that are authentic to the unit of 
study.  

• Students use their notes to organize thinking about the 
summary of the text.  

• Students write summaries in a reader’s notebook.  
• Teachers must teach the various ways to summarize a 

text based on genre or format of the text. 

 
• Students write questions/answers on sticky notes as 

they are reading.  
• Students annotate text as they read.  
• Students collect their questions/answers throughout 

the reading process in a reader’s notebook.  
• Students write in a reader’s notebook based on the high 

quality questions/answers they noted that helped them 
comprehend the text.  

• Teachers must teach the explicit strategy of asking and 
answering questions based on the genre and format of 
the text and the task.  

• • Teachers must teach the explicit process for tracking 
the questions and answers. (ie. sticky notes, annotations) 

Write notes about a 
text 

Respond to a Text in 
Writing

• Personal reactions 
• Analyzing the text 
• Interpreting the 

text 

Write summaries of a 
text 

Answer questions 
about a text in writing 
or create and answer 
written questions 
about a text 

Graham’s 
Recommendation for 
Ways to Write About 

Possibilities in a 
Balanced Literacy Classroom
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beginning of the school year, teachers often teach students to “talk short” or to plan quick responses to 
a question or a prompt.  That same skill of “talking short” will help students to plan their “short writes” 
such as sticky notes or annotations.  Students can be taught to move from the “short talks and writes” 
to “longer talks and writing”.  As students move toward these longer responses, they grow and build on 
ideas that require higher levels of thinking.  Longer pieces of writing about reading may include text 
recommendations, communication with the author, literary essays, or literary analysis for assessments.  

The Reader’s Notebook
Maria Losee teaches and coaches teachers on the use of the reader’s notebook.  This information on 
the reader’s notebook is taken directly from her work with teachers across the country.  

Responding to reading in a reader’s notebook is the bridge between reading and writing a more formal 
piece of writing such as a literary essay.  Reader’s notebooks provide students with a place to express 
their reader’s voice and uncover deeper thinking in response to their reading. Reader’s notebooks are 
a place for students to discover their thinking. They are a place to prepare for conversation with other 
readers and shape and revise their thinking. The reader’s notebook is not a place to summarize so 
much as it is a place to comprehend. 

It is important to remember that it is not enough to assign writing in the reader’s notebook. If students 
are to write rich and thoughtful entries that lead to deeper comprehension and create a tangible record 
of their thinking, teachers must model this work for them. Teachers should create and nurture their own 
reader’s notebook. They must think and write aloud in front of their students. They must show students 
how a reader’s thinking may go one way for a good while, but then change and go another direction 
as he/she revises his/her thinking. They must show students the struggles of a proficient reader, what 

STUDENT ENGAGEMENT - WRITING ABOUT READING

Talking Short: 
Students

share quick 
thoughts/ideas about 

texts through “turn 
and talks”.

Writing Short: 
Students “stop and 

jot” basic ideas/
thoughts they are 

having about a text.

Talking Long: Students
begin to support their 

talk with evidence from 
the story. Also, students 
begin commenting on 

their other person’s 
comments.

Writing Long: 
Students add 

supporting evidence 
and thinking to their 
writing in response 

to text.
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the reader grapples with, comes to terms with, or leaves at loose ends. The reader’s notebook should 
be as individual as the reader. 

While it’s important to collect the notebooks and provide feedback, the teacher should also be 
cautious not to steer the student into writing to please the teacher. The teacher can and should provide 
guidelines and thought provoking questions for the reader’s notebook, but not look for the “right 
answer” in response to those questions. The right answer is the reader’s authentic thinking supported 
and developed with relevant textual evidence. The reader’s notebook might include the following 
sections: 

• Books I Want to Read (Record titles during book talks or visits to the library or on reader’s 
websites) 

• Books I’ve Read (Date, Title, Author, Genre, Pages) 
• Toolbox (Documents such as literary terms and definitions, common reading strategies, 

archetypes, lenses for literary analysis, sentence frames, etc.) 
• Responses to Reading (This should be the bulk of the notebook)

As important as the reader’s notebook is, it should not become the purpose for independent reading. 
Reading is the purpose of independent reading. Students should be allowed to make short, as well as 
more developed entries in their notebooks. This work should be as authentic as possible. About two 
longer entries a week is a reasonable expectation, and one or two shorter entries that could be as short 
as a jotted a page number, a bulleted list, or adding to a previous entry as seen as necessary by the 
reader. 

Students should be encouraged to decorate their notebooks to reflect their interests, their personality, 
and their reading life. The decorating increases ownership and engagement with the notebooks 
and also contributes to the community building. After decorating, students should “laminate” their 
notebook using clear packing tape. This protects and preserves the notebook. 

STUDENT ENGAGEMENT - WRITING ABOUT READING
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CURRICULUM AND PEDAGOGY - GRADUAL RELEASE STRUCTURES
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CURRICULUM AND PEDAGOGY - GRADUAL RELEASE STRUCTURES

KEY STRUCTURES IN A BALANCED LITERACY FRAMEWORK

Readers’ And Writers’ Workshop 
The components of the Readers’ and Writers’ Workshops are structured to create the gradual release 
of responsibility.  The structures include an opportunity for the teacher to demonstrate the thinking 
work required by readers and writers, guided practice as the student takes on more responsibility 
for the work, and release to independent practice.  Each of the structures provides the opportunity 
for formative assessment so that the teacher can make in-the-moment instructional decisions that 
support learning for all students.  The structures and the gradual release include the use of various 
levels of texts. Students are exposed to texts at the complex, instructional, and independent levels 
within the framework of the workshop model. 

People who choose balanced literacy approaches to teaching reading do so because we 
want students to become avid, reflective, critical readers who comprehend with depth 
and vigor and who construct richly literate lives for themselves in and out of school. 
 

        -Lucy Calkins, A Guide To the 
Reading Workshop, 2006

Fisher/Frey
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The teacher explicitly models and releases 
ONE skill, strategy, process, or routine 
to students using a highly structured 
architecture. 

 
The teacher selects a text to read aloud 
to students.  The teacher models fluent 
reading, use of strategies and analysis 
and engages students in dialogue about 
the reading.  These texts often become 
touchstone and mentor texts. 

 

The teacher selects and introduces a 
smaller chunk of text to students that 
may or may not be familiar to students 
with the goal of reaching specific 
learning targets and practicing explicit 
comprehension and analysis strategies.  
The students can easily VIEW all aspects 
of the text (i.e. Big book or text on chart/
overhead).  Shared Reading can be used 
to model a CLOSE READING of a text 
(modeling the work of a reader) or can be 
used with text-dependent questions.  

The teacher shares a small chunk of text 
for a deeper study.  This text is likely at the 
complex text level and may or may not be 
familiar to students.  The teacher plans 
scaffolded, text-dependent questions.  

Teacher selects and introduces a new text 
to a small group of readers with similar 
strengths and next steps.  Students are 
grouped according to similar reading 
levels (Fountas/Pinnell).  

Teacher works with a small group of 
students based on content need.  The 
teacher either reteaches a concept or 
teaches a new strategy that will work for 
this group of students. 

MINILESSONS 

Interactive 
Read Aloud

Shared 
Reading 

Close 
Reading 

Guided 
Reading 

Strategy 
Group

Structures in Readers’ Workshops 

FULL SUPPORT 
-Modeling with metacognition 
-Opportunity for students to try on the 
work with some scaffolding 
-Check for understanding based 
on expectation of learning and 
anticipated misunderstandings

FULL SUPPORT
-Reading TO students 
-Modeling thinking and talk 
-Students try on the work close to 
teacher.  
-Should be used to stretch students’ 
thinking and processing of a text.  

FULL TO MODERATE SUPPORT-
Reading TO students 
-Reading TO students 
-Showing aspects of print that cue 
readers 
-Modeling thinking and talk for Full 
support.
-Students try on the work close to the 
teacher through structures such as 
turn and talks and stop and jots. 

SOME TEACHER SUPPORT
-Text is read out loud by the teacher. 
-Students are required to read to 
themselves in order to respond to the 
text-dependent questions.  

SOME TEACHER SUPPORT
-Teacher previews the text and key 
words or concepts prior to students 
reading.  
-Students read independently with 
focused coaching from the teacher
 

SOME TEACHER SUPPORT
-Teacher works with group to try new 
skill/strategy.  
-Teacher may model the work the 
students are being asked to try.  
-Students try the skills or strategy 
independently but often within reach 
of the teacher.  

The teacher may incorporate 
a small part of a text used 
previously. 

The teacher holds the only 
copy of the text.  

The teacher uses a visible text 
(SMART board, doc. reader, 
big book, chart) and students 
do not usually have a copy of 
the text.  

The teacher uses a visible text 
(SMART board, doc. reader, 
big book, chart) and students 
often have a copy of the same 
text.  

Students have copies of the 
same text that has been 
chosen at the students’ 
instructional level. 

Students are using their 
independent, Just Right Texts.

STRUCTURE DESCRIPTION LEVEL of SUPPORT/Position 
within Gradual Release TEXT USE

CURRICULUM AND PEDAGOGY - GRADUAL RELEASE STRUCTURES
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Structures in Readers’ Workshops 

STRUCTURE DESCRIPTION LEVEL of SUPPORT/Position 
within Gradual Release TEXT USE

Conferences 

Book Clubs

Independent 
Reading 

Teacher works one-to-one with a student 
after researching what the specific 
student is ready to try next as a reader.  
The work of the conference should be 
transferable to other reading situations 
and other texts.  The teacher is not fixing 
the work of the student but instead 
growing the thinking of the reader.  

Students work primarily without 
the teacher in small groups and are 
accountable to each other for the 
processes and the products.  The teacher 
stance varies based on the goals he/she 
has for that particular book club.  

Students read on their own or with 
partners.  It is important that the texts 
used are ones they can comprehend with 
minimal support.  

LESS TEACHER SUPPORT
-Teacher works with the student to try 
new skill/strategy.  
-Teacher may model the work the 
students are being asked to try.  

MINIMAL TEACHER SUPPORT
-Students work collaboratively to 
support each other’s understanding 
and learning.  
-Teacher may use a structure similar 
to conference or strategy group if the 
book club requires additional support, 
scaffolding, or teaching.  

MINIMAL SUPPORT
-Students read by themselves and 
teachers confer with individual 
students or works with small groups 
of students.  

Students are using their 
independent, Just Right Texts.

Students have copies of the 
same text that has often 
been chosen by the group of 
students.  

Students select Just Right 
texts from the classroom 
library or other text source.  

Crowder-Meier, 2015
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Key Attributes of Whole Group Instruction 
• Aligned to priority standards, developing critical reading behaviors or skills/strategies that 

the majority of the class needs support with.  The stand or objective for the lesson is clearly 
stated or posted.  

• Whole Group Instruction generally occurs daily.  The teacher makes the critical decision as to 
which whole group structure will best serve the goal.  

• Skills and strategies are taught/reviewed connected to an authentic text whenever possible 
ensuring transfer of skills to application in text.  

• Teacher uses strategies to ensure all students are engaged in the experience as evidenced by 
student participation.  

• Includes various forms of formative assessment such as the assessment of turn and talks and 
stop and jots.  

WHOLE GROUP STRUCTURES IN A READERS’ WORKSHOP 

Minilessons * Read Alouds * Shared Reading * Close Reading 

CURRICULUM AND PEDAGOGY - GRADUAL RELEASE STRUCTURES
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                                                                                Minilessons

The Minilesson is what Fisher and Frey call the “Focus Lesson”.  
It provides an opportunity for the explicit modeling of a skills, 
strategy, or process, as well as, a shared experience of the 
reading or writing skill, strategy, or process that is being taught. 
The explicit teaching point is identified based on the current unit 
of study (curricular materials) and on-going assessments of student learning.  The teacher may 
choose to teach a skill, strategy, or process within the minilesson structure, including routines 
and structures that are a critical part of the Balanced Literacy classroom. Keys to successful 
minilessons include explicit teacher language, planned modeling of the learning target, and 
thoughtful opportunities for students to try on the work.  

Minilessons can typically be taught in 8-15 minutes depending on the content and the level 
of student understanding of the learning target.  Minilessons are taught with students in 
a community area of the classroom.  While younger students will sit on a rug in front of the 
teacher, older students (middle and high school) might be bring chairs to the community area.  

Architecture of a Minilesson
 
The Architecture of the Minilesson (Calkins, 2006) is broken down into five sections with 
intentional connections to the gradual release of learning.  

Connect: The teacher quickly puts the minilesson teaching point in the context of previous 
work or assessment of understanding.  

Teach:  The teacher names the explicit teaching point that will be taught along with the 
rationale or purpose of this skill, strategy, or process.  Then, the teacher models his/her own 
process, using metacognition so that students understand the thinking processes required of 
this new, attainable thinking.  

Active Engagement:  The teacher structures 1,2, or 3 opportunities for authentic “try on” of the 
teaching point through the use of various structures such as the turn and talk or stop and jot.  
Students should work on being metacognitive about their own processes for future work.  

Link:  This “send off” to the work is a quick reminder of the teaching point, how it was used 
today, and how it will be a part of the students’ readers’ toolboxes forever. Students are given 
explicit expectations for the routines and expectations for the independent or collaborative 
time.  
Students go off to work on their own.  

Share:  This last part of the minilesson is actually done at the end of the reading block and 
allows for students to share their thinking about the processes utilized as readers and/or the 
content of a text that is relevant for the group.  The teacher often selects students to share 
(or plans to share for them) during the conferring or small group work in order to reinforce or 
initiate new thinking about a skill, strategy, or process.  
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The Architecture of a Minilesson

Success Criteria:                                                                        Mentor/Touchstone Text:
Standards:    

Learning Target:  Name what students should learn and/or be able to do after today’s lesson.  Name the 
success criteria for the work.  

Connect: Name how the topic fits with what has been studied previously, what the teacher has noticed about 
what the students are trying, what the class has been doing together, or how it fits with the readers’/writers’ 
work and lives.  

Readers, we’ve been doing a lot of smart work with 

Teach: Tell the students the learning target, why it is important, and model the work with metacognition.  

Today I’m going to teach you… 

Watch me as I… 

Active Involvement: Create an authentic opportunity for the students to “try-on” the strategy briefly using a 
structure such as turn and talk or stop and jot.  Listen in for anticipated understanding/misunderstandings. 

Now it’s your turn to try on… 
Turn and Talk… 

Link:  Send students off to try their independent or collaborative work.  Remind students that what they’ve 
learned transfers to their independent reading/writing. 

Today and everyday when you…  

Remember… Off you go!  

Share/Follow Up: Reinforce the work of the minilesson by gathering the students together after independent/
collaborative time and sharing out. This can be about the content of the reading/writing work (i.e. strategy, 
process) OR it can be about a specific section of the text they are reading that is related to the content work. 

What did you figure out about… 
Turn and Talk about.. 

CURRICULUM AND PEDAGOGY - GRADUAL RELEASE STRUCTURES
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                                                           Read Aloud /Shared Reading

The Read Aloud and Shared Reading components are similar to 
each other in structure.  Both structures are used with the whole 
class as a way of modeling and releasing the work of the reader 
to the student. These lessons often focus on a specific literary 
strategy or way of analyzing text.  In a Read Aloud the teacher 
reads the text to the students while students follow along by listening.  Because the teacher 
is doing most of the reading, children can concentrate on using the strategies and having 
accountable conversations.  In a Shared Reading the teacher reads the text while the students 
follow along visually either by having a copy of the text of their own or a projected text that all 
students can view.  This structure, by design, releases more of the work to students by making 
them responsible for the print work.  

The texts used in either component vary from instructional to complex text level based on the 
lesson target and student need or readiness.  The texts may be chosen from texts used previously 
in instruction or the text can be new to the students. These two structures are approximately 
10-15 minutes and are taught in the community area of the classroom where students can be 
paired for partner and group talk.  The teacher is in close proximity to students, providing her/
him with the opportunity to listen in to student talk.  

The planning process for Read Alouds and Shared Reading depends on the teacher having a 
deep understanding of the text and the processes a reader might use to make meaning of the 
text.  The purpose of the Read Aloud / Shared Reading is decided on before identifying the text 
that supports the gradual release of the reading work.  

Architecture of a Read Aloud or Shared Reading 

Text:  The teacher identifies the exact location in the text where he/she will stop to ask a 
question or offer a prompt based on the deeper meaning of the text and/or the processes for 
reading be taught.  There may be any where between 3-5 stops throughout the Read Aloud or 
Shared Reading.  

Instructional Moves:  At each stop, the teacher plans what to say or ask to the students in order 
for them to make meaning of the text. The teacher may stop and model a process for students, 
ask a question or give a prompt for students to work with.  The teacher must plan for the process 
students will use to try on the work such as “turn and talk”, “stop and jot”, or the annotation of 
text.   

Anticipation of Understanding and Misunderstanding:  The teacher should plan for what 
the content of the student talk or student work should sound or look like.  This is also where 
the teacher will anticipate the possible misunderstandings of the text or the reading processes.  

Scaffolds to Support Talk and Thinking:  The teacher should plan for additional stops in the 
text that will support student understanding of the text or the reading process.  The teacher 
may also plan for additional questions and places that might be reread in order to provide 
scaffolds for all students.  

Closing: The teacher closes the conversation by reminding students what they learned about 
the work of the reader and/or the meaning of the text. The teacher may link this work to the 
work students are doing independently in their “Just Right” books.  
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STOP ONE 

STOP TWO

STOP THREE

(Add’l Stops) 

TEXT:  Phrase/
location to cue you 
for stopping places 

based on focus point 
and to allow for 

the construction of 
meaning.   

Instructional Moves: 
What the teacher 

will say or do at this 
point to facilitate 

the construction of 
meaning (Question, 

think aloud/model, jot 
or annotation)

Anticipate 
Understanding and 
Misunderstanding: 

A sense of what 
you might hear at 
this point in the 
construction of 

meaning

Scaffolds:  More 
supportive questions, 

places in text that 
might need rereading, 
model thinking, etc…

Read Aloud/Shared Reading Planning Template

Unit:                                                                                        Title of Text:

Deeper Meaning of the Text 
(Section of Text): 

CCSS:  

Learning Target:  

STOPS:  There is 
no prescribed 

number of 
stops in these 

structures.  
Prepare the 

stops as meets 
the needs of the 

lesson.  

Closing:  Close the lesson by recapping the meaning constructed and remind students of the 
reading processes utilized to make meaning. 
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                                                           Close Reading

Close Reading is the reading and rereading of a text, focused 
on what the author is trying to say as well as the cues to that 
meaning.  Readers may be focused on specific words, text 
structure, or craft in order to gain a deeper understanding of a 
text.  Texts are most often at a complex text level for that grade 
level at that time of the year and may be a text unfamiliar to students or chosen from texts 
previously read.  Because this structure focuses on in-depth study of a text, it is suggested that 
the selection be a smaller chunk of text than a teacher might use in a Read Aloud or Shared 
Reading.  In order to release the text to the students, the teacher asks text-dependent question 
that require the students to search for evidence to support their answers. All students are 
engaged through the use of various talk structures, such as “turn and talk”, or writing structures, 
such as “stop and jot”.  While the teacher is responsible for the reading aloud of the text in a 
Close Reading, students may have their own copy or be able to view a copy projected.  

Close Reading is approximately 10-15 minutes and takes place in the community area of the 
classroom so that students can easily participate in collaborative dialogue.  In order to plan 
for these text-based conversations, teachers must pre-read the material to consider what the 
deeper meaning is and what questions will allow every student to access this level of meaning.  
The text-dependent questions move beyond recall to require analysis from the very first read.  
This includes considering what aspects of the text may be difficult for the students.  Teacher stops 
and questions are planned in a way that scaffolds these difficult sections of text for students.  In 
multiple readings of a text, students move from basic understanding and structure to synthesis 
and reflection of the text as described in the CCSS.  Students should always be responsible for 
identifying the evidence and explaining their thinking during the Close Reading.

Architecture of a Multi-Day Close Reading of Text 

Pre-reading for Planning:  The teacher should identify the deeper meaning of the text, as 
well as what skills and strategies students might be able to use to make meaning.  The teacher 
should also anticipate possible misunderstandings based on understanding of the text and 
students.  The teacher may also identify a task that requires students to work independently or 
collaboratively to show understanding of the text.  

First Read: The teacher plans 3 to 4 text-dependent questions at critical points in the text that 
will allow students to identify the big idea and general structure of the text. 

Second Read:  The teacher plans 3 to 4 text-dependent questions throughout the text in order 
to move students from a basic understanding of meaning to understanding how the vocabulary, 
craft and structure of the text has made an impact of meaning.  The students should be able to 
move in and out of the text more flexibly by the end of the 2nd read.   

Third (and possible 4th) Read: The teacher plans text-dependent questions that require 
students to consider the themes and purposes of the text.  These questions will focus the reader 
on creating their own understanding of the text with the textual evidence that supports or 
justifies their thinking.  In additional readings, students may be required to consider other forms 
of analysis such as the author’s experiences and biases, comparisons of this text with another, 
or a call to action.  
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Architecture of a Multi-Day Close Reading of Text (cont.)

For each day of reading, the teacher plans in similar fashion to 
the Read Aloud and Shared Reading Architectures: 
 
Text:  The teacher identifies the exact location in the text where 
he/she will stop to ask a question.

Instructional Moves:  At each stop, the teacher plans the question to engage students in the 
text.  The teacher must plan for the process students will use to try on the work such as “turn and 
talk”, “stop and jot”,  and the annotation of text.  
 
Anticipation of Understanding and Misunderstanding:  The teacher should plan for what 
the content of the student talk or student work should sound or look like.  This is also where the 
teacher will anticipate the possible misunderstandings of the text.  

Scaffolds to Support Talk and Thinking:  The teacher should plan for additional stops in the 
text that will support student understanding of the text or the reading process.  The teacher 
may also plan for additional questions in order to provide scaffolds for all students.  

Closing: The teacher closes the lesson by reminding students what they learned about the 
meaning of the text and how they might use this text in upcoming work. The teacher makes 
a connection between the work students are doing in this Close Reading with the work of the 
Unit of Study.  Finally, the teacher may explain a related task the students will complete in order 
to show understanding of the text.  
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Close Reading Planning Template

Unit:                                                                                        Title of Text:

Deeper Meaning of the Text 
(Section of Text): 

Anticipated understanding:  

Anticipated misunderstandings or 
difficulties: 

Success Criteria:

DAY ONE 

DAY TWO

DAY THREE 

TEXT:  Phrase/
location to cue you 
for stopping places 

based on focus point 
and to allow for 

the construction of 
meaning. 

Instructional Moves: 
What the teacher 

will say or do at this 
point to facilitate 

the construction of 
meaning (question, 

think aloud/model, jot 
or annotation)

Anticipate 
Understanding and 
Misunderstanding: 

A sense of what 
you might hear at 
this point in the 
construction of 

meaning

Scaffolds:  More 
supportive questions, 

places in text that 
might need rereading, 
model thinking, etc…

Related Task: 
What related task 

students may 
have to complete 
independently or 

collaboratively
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Key Attributes of Small Group and Individualized Instruction

• Groups are created based on summative and formative assessments.  Groups are dynamic 
and students are moved fluidly from one group to another based on current assessment 
information.  

• Learning targets and lesson goals are based on the identified strengths and needs of the group 
of students (or individual student) in relation to CCSS, unit goals and objectives, and/or traits 
associated with specific levels of complexity of texts.  

• Teacher selects structure for the small group instruction based on student trajectory of 
independence recognizing when the reader is ready to move from Shared Instruction to 
Guided Practice.  

• Formative assessment procedures are embedded into small group and individualized 
instruction.  Teachers can track information gathered on students through note taking, 
checklists, and relevant rubrics.  

• Frequency of meeting with small groups and individuals depends on student need and 
readiness.  Some groups may meet with the teacher once/week while others may meet three 
times each week.  Individual conferring with students usually occurs daily and the teacher 
meets with each student approximately once every two weeks.  

 

SMALL GROUP AND INDIVIDUAL STRUCTURES

Guided Reading * Strategy Groups * Book Clubs * Conferring
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                                                           Guided Reading

The purpose of Guided Reading is to structure guided practice 
for readers so that they can develop the skills and strategies 
necessary to deal with the increasing complexity of texts. 
During the highly supportive framework of GUIDED READING 
the teacher works with a small group of students (ideally no 
more than 5) that are reading at similar instructional levels and have common strengths or 
needs.  Guided Reading is often seen as a pedagogical structure used with younger students 
but should be seen as appropriate and best practice to move any group of students from one 
level of text to another.  One of the keys to a successful Guided Reading program is the dynamic 
grouping of students.  Groups should be formed and re-formed based on current assessment 
data that may be formative and/or qualitative.  The Guided Reading lesson is approximately 
10-15 minutes and takes place at a table or area the teacher uses for small group instruction.  
The teacher should be situated so that he/she can carefully observe the readers, as well as the 
students who are working independently throughout the room.  

Text selection for Guided Reading is based on what the teacher assesses as needs for this 
group of students. While most of the time, the text being used is short, there are times when 
students may be introduced to a longer text within the Guided Reading structure. In order 
to plan for a Guided Reading lesson, the teacher must pre-read the text to identify possible 
misunderstandings or areas of difficulties the students might have. 

The teacher plans the preview of the text in order to support the students with the aspects of 
complexity at the prescribed level.  This preview provides a scaffold for understanding the text 
for the students.  The preview is used to introduce key vocabulary and concepts, to support 
readers in connecting the text to their own schema, and to focus readers on relevant structures 
within the text. An important part of the gradual release in the Guided Reading process is 
allowing students to read the text individually (not chorally, not “round robin”, and not as a 
teacher read aloud).  If the text is at the instructional level and the teacher has provided an 
adequate preview, the students should be able to make meaning of the text.  If the students 
have too much of a struggle, the text is likely beyond their instructional level. While the students 
are reading independently the teacher assesses what each student is doing to make meaning of 
the text. After students have read a section independently, the teacher pulls the group together, 
usually asking text-dependent questions in order to further assess what students understood 
and how they were able to make meaning.  The explicit teaching in Guided Reading does not 
happen until the end of the lesson and is based on what the in-the-moment assessments the 
teacher makes during and after the reading process. 

Architecture for Guided Reading 

Text Introduction and Preview (3-5 m):  The teacher introduces key vocabulary words, text-
based concepts, and/or features that will serve as a scaffold for students to make meaning as they 
read the instructional level text.  A “book walk” can be used to show students the progression of 
the story or text before the initial reading.  Students may be asked to pay particular attention to 
specific aspects of the text.  This introduction and preview allows the reader to connect the new 
text with schema that will support his/her understanding of the text.  
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Architecture for Guided Reading (cont.)

Individual Reading Time (5-10 m):  Students hold their own 
copy of the text and read independently.  Younger students 
(through Level H) may be reading aloud to themselves as part 
of their independence. Students may be asked to stop and jot 
or annotate text as appropriate.  While the students are reading 
independently, the teacher takes the opportunity to observe and assess individual students 
in the group.  The teacher may decide to teach something specific to an individual during this 
one:one time of the Guided Reading lesson based on the in-the-moment assessment or hold 
onto that information for future use.  Teachers need to be taking notes during the Guided 
Reading lesson in order to plan future instruction.  

Closing and Bridge to Independence (2-3 m): Once students have read the designated 
section of text, the teacher asks text-dependent questions that allow him/her to assess student 
comprehension of the text as well as the strategies the readers used to make meaning.  The 
teacher concludes the lesson by complimenting something specific the readers have done.  
This is also the point where the teacher may decide to teach a skill or strategy explicitly.  Finally, 
the teacher explains how the work the readers have done with this text transfers to work they 
will do throughout their reading lives.  

Note:  Some teachers choose to teach Guided Reading lessons across 2 days.  The first day is used 
to introduce and preview the text and provide time for some independent reading and teacher 
observation/assessment.  The second day may be used to teach a skill or strategy explicitly and 
provide students another chance to read another section of the same text or reread the section 
they read on day one.  
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Guided Group Planning Template

Date:                                                Text Level:                                Title of Text:

TEACHER PREREAD:  Complexities - Possible difficulties - Student schema

TEXT Introduction and Preview:  Key Vocabulary - Key Concepts - Notes for Book Walk - Questions to identify 
or build schema

Student Reading:  Physical reading traits- running records – specific student needs/strengths to observe – 
possible individual teaching points 

Closing and Bridge to Independence:  Text-dependent questions – Possible compliments – Possible teaching 
points 

Notes: Observations and assessments of individual students or the group  

Guided Group Planning Template

Date:                                                Text Level:                                Title of Text:

TEACHER PREREAD:  Complexities - Possible difficulties - Student schema

TEXT Introduction and Preview:  Key vocabulary - Key concepts - Notes for book walk - Questions to identify 
or build schema

Student Reading:  Physical reading traits- Running records – Specific student needs/strengths to observe – 
possible individual teaching points 

Closing and Bridge to Independence:  Text-dependent questions – Possible compliments – Possible teaching 
points 

Notes: Observations and assessments of individual students or the group  
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                                                           Strategy Groups

Strategy Groups provide the teacher with the opportunity 
to slow down the gradual release of the reading work to the 
students through shared and guided instruction.  Strategy 
Groups are ideally composed of 3-5 students that require 
support, teaching, or re-teaching of the same explicit skill, 
strategy, or process regardless of the level of text the students are reading independently or 
instructionally.  These students are identified for the group by teacher review of on-going, 
formative assessments based on CCSS and unit goals and objectives.  While the teacher brings 
a shared text for modeling and sharing with the small group, students bring their independent 
Just Right text for trying on the work closely with the teacher.  The text the teacher selects to 
use to model in the Strategy Group is often from the bank of read aloud and close reading texts 
used throughout the year.  Because students are all familiar with the text, it is easier for them 
to hold on to the learning target the teacher has named for the group.  Strategy groups might 
meet just one time or could meet several times over a few weeks in order to study a concept 
deeply.  These decisions are made based on the needs for the gradual release of the work to the 
students.  The groups usually meet for no longer than10 minutes and work in an area where 
the teacher can sit closely with the students in order to observe and assess reading skills and 
behaviors.  

The Strategy Group begins with a very short and explicit focus lesson so that the teacher can 
put the learning target in context and model the process of how the skill, strategy, or process 
is used.  Then, the teacher releases the targeted skills, strategy, or process to the student to try 
on with the shared text and then in their independent text.  Strategy groups often end with a 
one-to-one conference structure allowing the teacher to analyze and move the work of each 
individual student.  Students may be released from the group at different times based on their 
ability to use the reading concept independently.  

Note the similarities and differences between Guided Reading Groups and Strategy Groups 
and where they fit on the Gradual Release continuum.  While Guided Reading is focused on 
moving students through a common, instructional-level text, Strategy groups focus on an 
explicit teaching point that can be practiced in each student’s independent reading text.  The 
responsibility is released to the students more gradually in a Strategy Group than in a Guided 
Reading Group.  

Architecture of a Strategy Group   

Connect: The teacher quickly puts the teaching point in the context of previous work or 
assessment of understanding.  

Teach:  The teacher names the explicit teaching point that will be taught along with the rationale 
or purpose of this skill, strategy, or process.  Then, the teacher models his/her own process, 
using metacognition so that students understand the thinking processes required of this new, 
attainable thinking.
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Guided Group Planning Template

Date:                                                Text Level:                                Title of Text:

TEACHER PREREAD:  Complexities - Possible difficulties - Student schema

TEXT Introduction and Preview:  Key Vocabulary - Key Concepts - Notes for Book Walk - Questions to identify 
or build schema

Student Reading:  Physical reading traits- running records – specific student needs/strengths to observe – 
possible individual teaching points 

Closing and Bridge to Independence:  Text-dependent questions – Possible compliments – Possible teaching 
points 

Notes: Observations and assessments of individual students or the group  

Strategy Group Planning Template

Date:                                                                Teaching Point:
Group Members:                                         Success Criteria:

CONNECT:  What is the context for this lesson?

TEACH/MODEL: What is the explicit learning target and why is it relevant?  How will you model 
this process?  What will you need to remind students to do when using this skill, strategy or 
process? What text (if any) will you use for modeling?

ACTIVE ENGAGEMENT: How will the students try on this skill, strategy or process?  What text will 
they use to try it on?  What are the possible misunderstandings that you should look for? 

LINK TO INDEPENDENT READING:  How will students use this immediately in their own text?

NOTES:  What are you noticing about individual students?  What is next for the group or 
individuals?  
  

CURRICULUM AND PEDAGOGY - GRADUAL RELEASE STRUCTURES
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                                                           Book Clubs

Teachers struggle with what to do when students are engaged 
in book clubs.  The teacher work in book clubs should continue 
to be based in the gradual release of instruction.  When working 
through a gradual release, the teacher must assess where the 
learners are and then structure the next move accordingly.  In 
book clubs, students are being taught the content of studying texts, as well as the sophisticated 
work of being an effective group.

Often, teachers will unintentionally hijack a group by asking questions and taking over the 
conversation.  In this situation, students have not had the opportunity to grapple academically 
with the text or the dialogue and continue along the release trajectory.  When working with 
book clubs, the teacher will need to decide what to teach, either content or process, and the 
role they will take in order to teach it.  

Architecture of Teacher Work with Book Clubs 

Research:  The teacher spends some time figuring out what clubs are doing or not doing in 
terms of content AND process.  The research can happen “in the moment” with the teacher 
doing observations of the group(s) or be based on the information gathered from reviewing 
formative assessments.  

Decide:  Once the teacher has gathered sufficient research , it is time to decide what the group 
is ready to try next.  This next step may be about content (what students are talking about) or 
process (how students are talking).  The teacher must also decide what role he/she will play with 
this group based on where the group is in the gradual release of the learning target.  

Compliment:  The teacher starts the work with the book club by offering an authentic 
compliment to the group that recognizes their work as readers, thinkers, and/or members of 
a group.  The compliment should be based on a transferable skill, strategy, or process that was 
observed.  

Teach and Active Engagement: In order to teach something new to the group, the teacher will 
state the teaching point using the same how/by language of the minilesson, offer a mdoel or 
demonstration of the process, and then coach the group through an opportunity to try on the 
work in the active engagement.  

CURRICULUM AND PEDAGOGY - GRADUAL RELEASE STRUCTURES
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Architecture For Working With a Book Club

Research:  In order to research the teacher spends some 
time figuring out what the group is doing or not doing in terms 
of content and process.  This research can happen “in the 
moment” with the teacher doing observations of the group(s). 
The research can also be done by looking at the products and 
formative assessments that the group has completed. Some ideas 
for research might be… 

Content:  
What is the group able to talk about?  
What is the group on the cusp of talking about?  
What is the group not talking about that will further their 
conversation?  

Process:  
How is the group able to function?   
How effective is the processing of talk within the group?  What 
makes the talk effective or ineffective? 

What is the group on the cusp of doing with the book club 
processes?   

What is the group struggling with in the book club processes?  

Decide:  Once the teacher has gathered sufficient research, it 
is time to decide what the group is ready for next.  The next 
step that the teacher chooses for each group may be about the 
content (what students are talking about) or the process (how 
students are talking).  

The teacher also needs to decide the role he/she will play with 
this group based on where the group is in the gradual release of 
that specific piece of work.  If the group is not showing any signs 
of discussing a certain aspect of content or has not shown specific 
talk moves, the teacher will need to hold the work more closely, 
providing teaching points and modeling for the release as ex-
plained below in the compliment, teach, and active engagement 
procedures..  As the group is more proficient with the work, the 
teacher will release the control to the students in the group using 
the other teacher roles such as observer or proficient partner.  
(See below) 

Compliment:  To begin the work with a book club, the teacher 
will offer an authentic compliment to the group that recognizes 
their work as readers, thinkers, and/or members of the group.  
The compliment should be based on a transferable skill, strategy, 
or process that was observed rather than just a compliment of 
something specific to the conversation.  

Teach/Active Engagement:  In order to teach something to 
the group, the teacher will state the teaching point using the 
same “how/by” language of the minilesson, offer a model or 
demonstration of the process, and then coach the group through 
an opportunity to try on the work in the active engagement.  
As the students are trying on this work in their group, the teacher 
maintains the role of coach or observer.  In closing, the teacher 
will remind the group of how what they learned and tried on 
today will deepen the work they do as a group moving forward.  
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Teacher
Role

Observer

Proficient 
Partner 

Teacher of 
Literary 
Content 

and Group 
Processes

 

The teacher can use checklists, rubrics, 
or qualitative notes to observe the book 
club.  The observation should be in a 
nonjudgmental stance – looking for what 
the group is doing well and possibly what 
the group is ready to do next.  

This feedback should include a 
compliment and a growth statement. This 
growth statement is something that the 
group can do with the reminder or a quick 
“tell” because it is well within the grasp of 
the group as a whole.  
As a proficient partner, the teacher must 
be mindful of working within the group 
structures and norms. The teacher should 
plan for the group just as the students 
have. It is imperative that the he/she 
does not take over the conversation or 
even hold the eye contact throughout 
the dialogue. The group should recognize 
the teacher as another member of the 
group and should act accordingly.  This 
may require some discussion before the 
teacher works with these groups.  

The teacher should research to identify 
where the group is on the gradual release 
and then decide what the “how/by” 
teaching point should be.  The teacher 
will need to model the work the students 
should be doing, allow the students to 
try it on with the teacher close by, and 
then close the session with a reminder of 
importance and transfer.  

When the book club has been 
assessed as successful, the teacher 
may step back from the group to 
observe and provide feedback.  The 
teacher may not provide feedback 
every session.  

When the teacher sees something 
that the group might try next, he/
she might participate with the 
group as a proficient partner.  

When there is an absence or a 
complex misunderstanding of a 
skill, strategy, or process, the teacher 
will need to take on a teaching 
role, using the architecture for the 
gradual release.  

               When?                                                                            How?
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                                                           Conferring 

Conferring creates the moment in a readers’ workshop for the 
teacher to work with individual students in order to assess 
and make a quick instructional move.  While the conference is 
really part of the “independent “ structure in the Fisher and Frey 
model, it also allows for the recursive process in the release by 
taking advantage of a teachable moment.  The point of the conference is not to focus on a 
specific text or to “fix” something the reader is doing, but instead to to reteach a skill, strategy, 
or process that has been taught previously or to teach the student something new that s/he is 
ready for.  These teaching points need to be transferable and the teacher will need to explain 
how the new learning can be used in future work.  Teachers will often find a line of thinking with 
a student, meeting with the student a few times on the same topic/concept.  

Conferences are approximately 5 minutes in length and with one to two students at a time. 
Teachers may do the conferences at the student’s desk or pull the student back to the small 
group table for one-to-one work.  When scheduling conferences, teachers should maintain a 
goal of equity and equality – some students need more one-to-one attention form the teacher 
than others.  However, it is important to maintain some balance so that the conferences are 
not always with more struggling students.  A key to successful conferring is taking notes!  The 
teacher should find a format for taking, collecting, and reviewing notes that supports his/her 
understanding of individuals and the class as a whole.  This information will be useful as the 
teacher plans future instruction.  

Research: The teacher finds out what the reader is trying, doing, and/or thinking by asking 
open-ended questions.  The research can happen “in the moment” with the teacher doing 
observations of the group(s) or be based on the information gathered from reviewing formative 
assessments. 
 
Decide: After the teacher has gathered evidence from the research, s/he makes a decision as to 
what compliment will move the student forward, as well as what teaching point will provide the 
student with the most growth in that moment.  The teacher also needs to make a quick decision 
about touchstone text to use to model the work of the reader/thinker.  

Compliment: The teacher names the explicit skill, strategy, or process that student is doing 
successfully and explains how this is transferable to future reading and thinking.  

Teach:  The teacher explicitly names the teaching point and models the work for the students.  
The student tries on the work in-the-moment in front of the teacher.  

CURRICULUM AND PEDAGOGY - GRADUAL RELEASE STRUCTURES



72 Each Scholar: A Voice. A Dream. A Bright Future.

Guided Group Planning Template

Date:                                                Text Level:                                Title of Text:

TEACHER PREREAD:  Complexities - Possible difficulties - Student schema

TEXT Introduction and Preview:  Key Vocabulary - Key Concepts - Notes for Book Walk - Questions to identify 
or build schema

Student Reading:  Physical reading traits- running records – specific student needs/strengths to observe – 
possible individual teaching points 

Closing and Bridge to Independence:  Text-dependent questions – Possible compliments – Possible teaching 
points 

Notes: Observations and assessments of individual students or the group  

The Architecture of a Conference

Student:                                                            Unit:

Unit “Look Fors”:

Research / Decide
• Find out what the student is doing or trying to do as a thinker
• Decide what to compliment and what you want to teach 
• Decide what touchstone/mentor text will support the teaching 

How’s it going?
What are you doing as a reader today? …Show me where you’ve done that.
(Listen to reader read) I was noticing ___. How’s it going?

Compliment
• Explicitly name what the student has done well 
• Help the student see their strategy as transferable to other days

Wow! That is so smart of you to ___ (Be specific here).  It is really important to keep doing this as a 
reader because ___.

Teach / Link 
• Explicitly name teaching point
• Teach through Explain / Example or Guided Practice 
• Help the student see this strategy as transferable to other days

Today I want to teach you ___ (Be specific here).
Guided Practice: Let’s try it together. OR Get started while I watch.
Explain/Example: Watch how I ___. OR Let me show you how I ____.
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WRITER’S WORKSHOP

Overview
The Writer’s Workshop uses the same or similar structures as the Readers’ Workshop and is built on 
the same premise of the gradual release.  In a Writer’s Workshop, the time is broken into three primary 
aspects of time:  

        - Nancie Atwell 

“The writing and reading workshop is a literate environment; by definition it is 
a place to become involved in writing and reading. And once they’re involved…

students can become genuinely excited about finding out things they didn’t know 
before, thinking about new ideas in new ways.” 

Minilesson - 10-15 minutes
Independent Writing - 20-40 minutes

Share - 5-10 minutes

Fisher/Frey
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The teacher explicitly models and releases 
ONE skill, strategy, process, or routine 
to students using a highly structured 
architecture. 

 
The teacher and students read and closely 
study the genres and forms of texts that 
they are learning about as writers within 
the writers’ workshop, noticing the craft 
and processes that were used in creating 
the texts.  

The teacher and students (whole or small 
group) share the writing process with 
a focus on composition.  The teacher 
“holds the pen” as s/he facilitates the 
conversation and records what the 
students want to say in this shared piece 
of writing.  

The teacher shares the writing process 
with students by sharing the pen.  
Students take turns planning and writing 
what will go in the shared composition.  

Teacher works with a small group of 
students based on content need.  The 
teacher either reteaches a concept or 
teaches a new strategy that will work for 
this group of students.  

Teacher works one-to-one with a student 
after researching what the specific 
student is ready to try next as a writer.  
The work of the conference should be 
transferable to other writing situations 
and other texts.  

The teacher is not fixing the work of the 
student but instead growing the thinking 
of the writer.  

Minilessons

Studying 
Mentor
Texts/ 

Immersion

Shared 
Writing 

Interactive
Writing

Strategy
Groups 

Conferences

Independent
Writing

Structures in Writer’s Workshops 

FULL SUPPORT 
Modeling with metacognition 
Opportunity for students to try on the 

work with some scaffolding 
Check for understanding based 

on expectation of learning and 
anticipated misunderstandings

SOME TEACHER SUPPORT
-Teacher gathers relevant texts and 
sets the stage for the writing. 
-Students may be responsible for 
gathering relevant mentor texts.
-Students note important aspects of 
the writing that the teacher gathers/
charts.

SOME TEACHER SUPPORT
-Teacher introduces lesson and writing 
goal.
-Teacher scaffolds composition process 
by writing for the students. 

SOME  TEACHER SUPPORT 
-Teacher introduces lesson or writing 
goal. 
-Teacher facilitates conversation 
among students to determine what 
will be written and who will do the 
writing.

LESS TEACHER SUPPORT
-Teacher works with group to try new 
skill/strategy.  
-Teacher may model the work the 
students are being asked to try.  
-Students try the skills or strategy 
independently but often within reach 
of the teacher.  

LESS TEACHER SUPPORT
-Teacher works with the student to try 
new skill/strategy.  
-Teacher may model the work the 
students are being asked to try. 
 

MINIMAL SUPPORT
-Students write by themselves and 
teachers confer with individual 
students or works with small groups 

The teacher may incorporate 
a small part of a text used 
previously. 

The teacher incorporates new 
or familiar mentor texts.  

The teacher and students are 
creating a new text together.  
They may use a mentor text to 
guide their work.

  
The teacher and students are 
creating a new text together.  
They may use a mentor text to 
guide their work.  

The teacher may use a mentor 
text and students are using 
their independent, writing.

The teacher will have access 
to the mentor texts while 
conferring with individual 
students to support the 
modeling as needed.  

Students select mentor texts 
to use throughout the writing 
process.  

STRUCTURE DESCRIPTION LEVEL of SUPPORT/Position 
within Gradual Release TEXT USE
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                                                                               Minilessons

The MINILESSON is what Fisher and Frey call the “Focus 
Lesson”.  It provides an opportunity for the explicit modeling 
of a skill, strategy, or process, as well as, a shared experience of 
the writing skill, strategy, or process that is being taught. The 
explicit teaching point is identified based on the current unit 
of study (curricular materials) and on-going assessments of student learning.  The teacher may 
choose to teach a skill, strategy, or process within the minilesson structure, including routines 
and structures that are a critical part of the Balanced Literacy classroom. Keys to successful 
minilessons include explicit teacher language, planned modeling of the learning target, and 
thoughtful opportunities for students to try on the work.  

Minilessons can typically be taught in 8-15 minutes depending on the content and the level 
of student understanding of the learning target. Minilessons are taught with students in 
a community area of the classroom.  While younger students will sit on a rug in front of the 
teacher, older students (middle and high school) might  bring chairs to the community area.  

Architecture of a Minilesson

The Architecture of the Minilesson (Calkins, 2006) is broken down into five sections with 
intentional connections to the gradual release of learning.  

Connect: The teacher quickly puts the minilesson teaching point in the context of previous 
work or assessment of understanding.  

Teach:  The teacher names the explicit teaching point that will be taught along with the 
rationale or purpose of this skill, strategy, or process.  Then, the teacher models his/her own 
process, using metacognition so that students understand the thinking processes required of 
this new, attainable thinking.  

Active Engagement:  The teacher structures 1, 2, or 3 opportunities for authentic “try on” of the 
teaching point through the use of various structures such as the turn and talk or stop and jot.  
Students should work on being metacognitive about their own processes for future work.  

Link:  This “send off” to the work is a quick reminder of the teaching point, how it was used 
today, and how it will be a part of the students’ readers’ toolboxes forever. Students are given 
explicit expectations for the routines and expectations for the independent or collaborative 
time.  
Students go off to work on their own.  

Share:  This last part of the minilesson is actually done at the end of the writing block and allows 
for students to share their thinking about the processes utilized as a writer that is relevant for 
the group.  The teacher often selects students to share (or plans to share for them) during 
the conferring or small group work in order to reinforce or initiate new thinking about a skill, 
strategy, or process.  
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Guided Group Planning Template

Date:                                                Text Level:                                Title of Text:

TEACHER PREREAD:  Complexities - Possible difficulties - Student schema

TEXT Introduction and Preview:  Key Vocabulary - Key Concepts - Notes for Book Walk - Questions to identify 
or build schema

Student Reading:  Physical reading traits- running records – specific student needs/strengths to observe – 
possible individual teaching points 

Closing and Bridge to Independence:  Text-dependent questions – Possible compliments – Possible teaching 
points 

Notes: Observations and assessments of individual students or the group  

The Architecture of a Minilesson

Standard(s):                                                            Mentor/Touchstone Text:

Success Criteria:

Learning Target:  Name what students should know and be able to do as a result of the daily 
lesson.  Name the success criteria for the work – what it will look like and sound like for both 
teacher and student, if the student hits the learning target. 

Connect: Name how the topic fits with what has been studied previously, what the teacher has 
noticed about what the students are trying, what the class has been doing together, or how it fits 
with the writers’ work and lives.  

Readers, we’ve been doing a lot of smart work with 

Teach: Tell the students the learning target, why it is important, and model the work with 
metacognition.  

Today I’m going to teach you… 

Watch me as I… 

Active Involvement:  Create an authentic opportunity for the students to “try-on” the strategy 
briefly using a structure such as turn-and-talk or stop-and-jot.  Listen in for anticipated 
understanding/misunderstandings.
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Guided Group Planning Template

Date:                                                Text Level:                                Title of Text:

TEACHER PREREAD:  Complexities - Possible difficulties - Student schema

TEXT Introduction and Preview:  Key Vocabulary - Key Concepts - Notes for Book Walk - Questions to identify 
or build schema

Student Reading:  Physical reading traits- running records – specific student needs/strengths to observe – 
possible individual teaching points 

Closing and Bridge to Independence:  Text-dependent questions – Possible compliments – Possible teaching 
points 

Notes: Observations and assessments of individual students or the group  

Now it’s your turn to try on… 

Turn and Talk… 

Link:  Send students off to try their independent or collaborative work.  Remind students that 
what they’ve learned transfers to their independent reading/writing. 

Today and everyday when you…  

Remember… Off you go!  

Share/Follow Up: Reinforce the work of the minilesson by gathering the students together after 
independent/collaborative time and sharing out. This can be about the content of the writing 
work (i.e. strategy, process) OR it can be about a specific section of the text they are reading that is 
related to the content work. 

What did you figure out about…?

Turn and Talk about... 
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Studying Mentor Text/Text Immersion
 

Studying mentor texts is an important aspect of the Writers’ 
Workshop and allows the teacher to guide the writing work 
of students while they are also collaborative with their peers.  
Immersion in mentor texts takes place throughout the entire 
gradual release of the writing work.  In preparation for this work 
the teacher and/or students gather texts with writing qualities 
that they want to study. Often these texts are from the genre or format that is the focus of 
the unit of study. This immersion takes place the first few days of the unit of study.  Students 
should be exposed to the text before the close study of the writing work in order to understand 
its meaning and general structure.  Then, the teacher serves as a facilitator of the process or 
conversation rather than someone who is responsible for modeling and metacognition.  The 
teacher may ask questions about structure, conventions, and craft such as:  

• What do you notice about how the author wrote this text?  
• What draws you in?  
• What seems similar or different to other genres and formats we’ve studied?  

Students use what they have gathered from this close study of writing to plan their own writing 
for the work within the unit.  

For additional information on immersing students in mentor texts see about Study Driven,  byKatie Wood-Ray (2006)

Architecture of Studying a Mentor Text 
(Requires Multiple Days) 

Gathering Texts:  The teacher and students gather texts that can be studied as a way to learn 
more about a genre or format of writing that is focused on within the current unit of study.  

Setting the Stage:  The teacher shares the expectations for the writing unit and the products 
that will be created during the unit. 

Immersion:  Students read and reread texts to become familiar with story lines, meaning and a 
general structure of the texts either as a class, small groups, or as individuals. While part of this 
immersion takes place through the prior use of the texts, students should have opportunities to 
revisit the text in its entirety or in small parts in order to gain familiarity.  
 
Close Study:  The teacher and students look more closely at the writing work within the text 
noticing structures, features, craft, process, etc. This close study can be done as a whole class, in 
small groups, or individually.  This close study should be repeated with several texts and authors 
within the genre and format of the unit.  

Closing:  Students name the traits from the immersion that they would like to try in their 
writing.  The teacher uses the work from the mentor text study to plan small group and whole 
group lessons.  
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“The teacher, sometimes along with the 
students, gathers examples of the kind of 
writing students will do.”

“Students are told they will be expected 
to finish a piece(s) of writing that shows 
the influence of the study.”

“During immersion the teacher and 
students spend time reading and getting 
to know the texts they’ll study.  They make 
notes of things they notice about how the 
texts are written.  They think about the 
process writers use to craft texts like the 
ones they are studying.” 

“The class revisits the texts and frames 
their talk with the question, ‘What did we 
notice about how these texts are written?’ 
The teacher and student work together 
to use specific language to say what 
they know about writing from this close 
study, developing curriculum as they go.  
The teacher, through modeling, takes a 
strong lead in helping students envision 
using what they are learning in their own 
writing.”

Students (and often the teacher) finish 
pieces of writing that show (in specific 
ways) the influence of the study.

Gathering
Texts 

Setting the
Stage

Immersion

3-4 
exposures to 

the text

Close Study

5-10
exposures to 

the text

Writing Under 
the Influence

Planning Template for Studying Mentor Texts

Choosing books with writing qualities 
students will be able to incorporate 
into their independent writing.

 

Creating a mentor author chart 
with columns titled: We noticed… 
Writers call it…  Writers use it to… 
A published author who used it… 
(photocopy book pages to display) A 
class author who used it…

Read and reread the texts to 
familiarize students with the story.  

Rereading the texts.  As a class 
wonder… What is this story about?  
How did the author get the idea for 
this book? What are you noticing 
about the way the author wrote this 
book?  What do you like?  What draws 
you in?  

A chart holds the students’ description 
of the quality (i.e. dot, dot, dot) and 
the literary description (i.e. ellipses) 
and the purpose of the craft move (i.e. 
it shows the passing of time).  (see 
photo)

Teacher models how to incorporate 
writing quality into daily writing, 
some students try it out as it fits with 
their writing pieces.

Katie Wood Ray’s Definition 
(Study Driven, 2006)

What it might look/sound
like in a classroom.

What it will look/sound 
like in MY classroom...
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Shared Writing 

Shared Writing is a pedagogical move that meets the needs of 
students and teachers in ALL grades!  It provides a structure for 
slowing down the gradual release of the writing process so that 
students have an opportunity to see the modeling of a writer’s 
moves as well as be engaged in the process with their peers and 
teacher.  As in shared reading, the teacher holds onto the text.  
In this case, that requires the teacher to scribe the writing work that students do collaboratively.  
Shared Writing allows for student observation and teacher modeling that moves toward student 
engagement and participation and teacher facilitation.  Students should always be able to see 
how the work in the Shared Writing experience translates to their independent work.  

Shared Writing takes between 5-20 minutes and is usually done in whole and small groups.  
When done with the entire class, Shared Writing usually takes place in the community area 
where students can access the print the teacher is writing and partner with students to share 
ideas and responses.  The teacher must have a clear purpose for the Shared Writing based on 
writing process, conventions, style, or craft that is relevant to the majority of the writers in the 
group.  

Throughout the writing process the teacher pauses to reread the work and make certain that 
the writers understand the text and the work that has taken place.  The text that is created 
should be posted where students can access it during independent writing.  The teacher may 
reference this work as a mentor text in future minilessons and writing conferences.  

Cue: The teacher identifies the exact location in the process where s/he will stop to ask a question 
or offer a prompt based on the goals of the writing work. There may be anywhere between 3-5.

Instructional Moves: At each stop, the teacher plans what to ask or say to the students in order 
for them to be engaged in the writing process. The teacher may stop and model a process for 
students, ask a question or give a prompt for students to work with. The teacher must plan for 
the process students will use to try on the work such as “turn and talk”.  

Anticipation of Understanding and Misunderstanding: The teacher should plan for what 
the content of the student talk or student work should sound or look like.  This is also where 
the teacher will anticipate the possible misunderstandings of the text or the writing processes.  

Scaffolds to Support Talk and Thinking:  The teacher should plan for additional stops in the 
text that will support student understanding of the writing processes.  The teacher may also 
plan for additional questions and places that might be reread in order to provide scaffolds for 
all students.  

Closing: The teacher closes the conversation by reminding students what they learned about the 
work of the writer. The teacher may link this work to the work students are doing independently.  

CURRICULUM AND PEDAGOGY - GRADUAL RELEASE STRUCTURES
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STOP ONE 

STOP TWO

STOP THREE

(Add’l Stops) 

Establishing the 
Purpose and Topic: 

Explanation of  the 
teaching point to 
the students and 
engagement in a 

collaborative decision of 
the topic for the writing 

Instructional Moves: 
What the teacher will 
say or do at this point 

to facilitate the writing 
(Question, think aloud/

model, how to have 
students hold the pen) 

Anticipate Understanding and 
Misunderstanding: A sense 

of what the student work might 
look as they become responsible 
for holding the pen.  Anticipate 
the possible misunderstandings 
with the explicit learning target.  
Anticipate the work of the writer 

that may come up. 

Scaffolds:  More 
supportive questions, 
places in process that 

might need rereading, 
model thinking, 

scaffolded questions 
etc… 

Shared Writing Planning Template

UNIT:                                                                             TYPE OF TEXT:

Goal(s)/Purpose for Writing: Standard(s):  

Learning Target:

Success Criteria:

STOPS:  There is 
no prescribed 

number of 
stops in these 

structures.  
Prepare the 

stops as meets 
the needs of the 

lesson.  

Closing:  Close the lesson by rereading the writing product and remind students of the writing 
moves that will transfer to independent writing.
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Interactive Writing 

Interactive Writing is “a teaching method in which children 
and teacher negotiate what they are going to write and then 
share the pen to construct the message” (Swartz, 2002)In the 
Interactive Writing process, the teacher engages students in the 
writing process by composing a text WITH the students.  This 
provides the teacher the opportunity to scaffold a guided and 
collaborative process for writers.  
While Interactive Writing is primarily a pedagogical move used with K-2 students, it may be 
used in small groups or individuals with students in 3rd-5th grades.  Interactive Writing sessions 
should be quick and efficient with one specific focus that has been taught previously. According 
to Swartz, Interactive Writing usually falls within the following categories of content:  

• Writing Process 
• Alphabetic Principle
• Concepts about Print 
• Written Language Skills 
• Phonemic Awareness and Phonics 

Swartz also talks about three types of Interactive Writing:  
1. Transcription- Reconstruct an existing text. Working together to write the exact wording 

of the original text - not copying though  
2. Innovation- Changing a familiar text, rewriting a poem or nursery rhyme 
3. Negotiation- Original composition

Architecture for Interactive Writing

Establishing the Purpose and Topic:  The teacher explains the teaching point to the students 
and may engage them in a collaborative decision on the topic for the writing that will be 
constructed.
  
Creating the Text Together and Instructional Moves:  The teacher plans what to ask or say to 
the students in order for them to understand the next move in the writing or understand the 
work that was just completed.  S/he identifies the points that will need to be modeled or held 
by the teacher. Then, the teacher decides the process s/he will use to engage the students in 
the writing.  

Anticipation of Understanding and Misunderstanding:  The teacher should plan for how the 
student work might look as they become responsible for holding the pen.  The teacher will also 
anticipate the possible misunderstandings with the explicit learning target being addressed 
through the Interactive Writing.  Finally, the teacher may be able to anticipate the work of the 
writer that may come up that s/he will want to hold onto instead of asking the students to do 
those sections. 

Scaffolds to Support Student Engagement:  The teacher should plan for additional stops in 
the process that will support student understanding of the writing focus. The teacher may plan 
for additional questions or prompts in order to engage all students.  
Closing:  The teachers closes the Interactive Writing by reminding students what they learned 
and practiced as writers during the lesson.  The teacher links this writing work to the work 
students are doing independently. 

Closing:  The teachers closes the Interactive Writing by reminding students what they learned 
and practiced as writers during the lesson.  The teacher links this writing work to the work 
students are doing independently.
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STOP ONE 

STOP TWO

STOP THREE

(Add’l Stops) 

Cue:  Places within 
the writing process 
where you will stop 
based on goal and 

purpose, as well 
as the constructed 

meaning of the 
writing product

Instructional Moves: 
What the teacher will 
say or do at this point 
to facilitate the con-
struction of meaning 

(question, think aloud/
model)

Anticipate 
Understanding and 
Misunderstanding: 

A sense of what 
you might hear at 
this point in the 
construction of 

meaning

Scaffolds:  More 
supportive questions, 

places in process 
that might need 
rereading, model 

thinking,scaffolded 
questions etc…

Interactive Writing Planning template

UNIT:                                                                             TYPE OF TEXT:

Goal(s)/Purpose for Writing: Standard(s):  

Learning Target:

Success Criteria:

STOPS:  There is 
no prescribed 

number of 
stops in these 

structures.  
Prepare the stops 

as it meets the 
needs of the 

lesson.  

Closing:  Close the lesson by rereading the writing product and remind students of the writing 
moves that will transfer to independent writing.  
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Strategy Groups

STRATEGY GROUPS provide the teacher with the opportunity 
to slow down the gradual release of the writing work to the 
students through shared and guided instruction.  Strategy 
Groups are ideally composed of 3-5 students that require 
support, teaching, or re-teaching of the same explicit skill, 
strategy, or process.  These students are identified for the group by teacher review of on-
going, formative assessments based on Washington State ELA Standards and unit goals and 
objectives.  While the teacher brings a mentor text for modeling and sharing with the small 
group, students bring their own writing for trying on the work closely with the teacher.  The 
mentor text the teacher selects to use to model in the Strategy Group is often from the bank of 
mentor texts used across the year including class shared writing and examples of the teacher’s 
writing.  Because students are all familiar with the text, it is easier for them to hold on to the 
learning target the teacher has named for the group.  Strategy groups might meet just one 
time or could meet several times over a few weeks in order to study a concept deeply.  These 
decisions are made based on the needs for the gradual release of the work to the students.  The 
groups usually meet for no longer than 10 minutes and work in an area where the teacher can 
sit closely with the students in order to observe and assess student writing. 

The Strategy Group begins with a very short and explicit focus lesson so that the teacher can 
put the learning target in context and model the process of how the skill, strategy, or process is 
used.  Then, the teacher releases the targeted skills, strategy, or process to the student to try on 
with the mentor text and then in their own writing.  Strategy groups often end with a one-to-
one conference structure allowing the teacher to analyze and move the work of each individual 
student.  Students may be released from the group at different times based on their ability to 
use the writing move independently.  

Architecture of a Strategy Group   

Connect: The teacher quickly puts the teaching point in the context of previous work or 
assessment of understanding.  

Teach:  The teacher names the explicit teaching point that will be taught along with the rationale 
or purpose of this skill, strategy, or process.  Then, the teacher models his/her own process, 
using metacognition so that students understand the thinking processes required of this new, 
attainable thinking.  

Active Engagement:  The teacher structures one or two opportunities for authentic “try on” of 
the teaching point.  Students may try on the work in a mentor text, teacher writing, or student 
writing.  

Link to Independent Writing:  If students have not already tried on the work in their own 
writing, the teacher supports them with the transfer before they go off to work on their own.  The 
teacher may do this in a one-to-one conferring structure and release the students at different 
times based on assessment of understanding and application.  
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Guided Group Planning Template

Date:                                                Text Level:                                Title of Text:

TEACHER PREREAD:  Complexities - Possible difficulties - Student schema

TEXT Introduction and Preview:  Key Vocabulary - Key Concepts - Notes for Book Walk - Questions to identify 
or build schema

Student Reading:  Physical reading traits- running records – specific student needs/strengths to observe – 
possible individual teaching points 

Closing and Bridge to Independence:  Text-dependent questions – Possible compliments – Possible teaching 
points 

Notes: Observations and assessments of individual students or the group  

Strategy Group Planning Template 

Date:                                                                    Teaching Point:

Success Criteria:

Group Members:

CONNECT:  What is the context for this lesson?

TEACH/MODEL: What is the explicit learning target and why is it relevant?  How will you model 
this process?  What will you need to remind students to do when using this skill, strategy or 
process?  How will students know when they have been successful?  What mentor text will you use 
for modeling?

ACTIVE ENGAGEMENT: How will the students try on this skill, strategy or process?  What text will 
they use to try it on?  What are the possible misunderstandings that you should look for?
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Guided Group Planning Template

Date:                                                Text Level:                                Title of Text:

TEACHER PREREAD:  Complexities - Possible difficulties - Student schema

TEXT Introduction and Preview:  Key Vocabulary - Key Concepts - Notes for Book Walk - Questions to identify 
or build schema

Student Reading:  Physical reading traits- running records – specific student needs/strengths to observe – 
possible individual teaching points 

Closing and Bridge to Independence:  Text-dependent questions – Possible compliments – Possible teaching 
points 

Notes: Observations and assessments of individual students or the group  

Strategy Group Planning Template (cont.) 

LINK TO INDEPENDENT READING:  How will students use this immediately in their own text?  

NOTES:  What are you noticing about individual students?  What is next for the group or individuals?  
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Conferring 

Conferring creates the moment in a Writers’ Workshop for the 
teacher to work with individual students in order to assess and 
make a quick instructional move.  While the conference is really 
part of the “independent “structure in the Fisher and Frey model, 
it also allows for the recursive process in the gradual release by taking advantage of a teachable 
moment.  The point of the conference is not to focus on a specific text or to “fix” something 
the writer is doing or to fix a piece of writing, but instead to  reteach a skill, strategy, or process 
that has been taught previously or to teach the student something new that s/he is ready for.  
These teaching points need to be transferable and the teacher will need to explain how the new 
learning can be used in future work.  Teachers will often find a line of thinking with a student, 
meeting with the student a few times on the same topic/concept.  

Conferences are approximately 5 minutes in length and with one to two students at a time. 
Teachers may do the conferences at the student’s desk or pull the student back to the small 
group table for one-to-one work.  When scheduling conferences, teachers should maintain a 
goal of equity and equality – some students need more one-to-one attention form the teacher 
than others.  However, it is important to maintain some balance so that the conferences are 
not always with more struggling students.  A key to successful conferring is taking notes!  The 
teacher should find a format for taking, collecting, and reviewing notes that supports his/her 
understanding of individuals and the class as a whole.  This information will be useful as the 
teacher plans future instruction.  

Research: The teacher finds out what the reader is trying, doing, and/or thinking by asking 
open-ended questions.  The research can happen “in the moment” with the teacher doing 
observations of the group(s) or be based on the information gathered from reviewing formative 
assessments. 
 
Decide: After the teacher has gathered evidence from the research, s/he makes a decision as to 
what compliment will move the student forward, as well as what teaching point will provide the 
student with the most growth in that moment.  The teacher also needs to make a quick decision 
about a touchstone text to use to model the work of the reader/thinker.  

Compliment: The teacher names the explicit skill, strategy, or process that student is doing 
successfully and explains how this is transferable to future reading and thinking.  

Teach:  The teacher explicitly names the teaching point and models the work for the students.  
The student tries on the work in-the-moment in front of the teacher.  
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Guided Group Planning Template

Date:                                                Text Level:                                Title of Text:

TEACHER PREREAD:  Complexities - Possible difficulties - Student schema

TEXT Introduction and Preview:  Key Vocabulary - Key Concepts - Notes for Book Walk - Questions to identify 
or build schema

Student Reading:  Physical reading traits- running records – specific student needs/strengths to observe – 
possible individual teaching points 

Closing and Bridge to Independence:  Text-dependent questions – Possible compliments – Possible teaching 
points 

Notes: Observations and assessments of individual students or the group  

The Architecture of a Conference

Student:                                                                                Unit:

Unit “Look Fors”

Research / Decide
• Find out what the student is doing or trying to do as a thinker
• Decide what to compliment and what you want to teach 
• Decide what touchstone/mentor text will support the teaching 

How’s it going?
What are you doing as a writer today? …Show me where you’ve tried that.
Have student read their writing and ask, “I was noticing ___. How’s it going?

Compliment
• Explicitly name what the student has done well 
• Help the student see their strategy as transferable to other days

Wow! That is so smart of you to ___ (Be specific here).  It is really important to keep doing this as a writer 
because ___.

Teach / Link 
• Explicitly name teaching point
• Teach through Explain / Example or Guided Practice 
• Help child see this strategy as transferable to other days

Today I want to teach you ___ (Be specific here).
Guided Practice: Let’s try it together.” or “Get started while I watch. or
Explain / Example: “Watch how I ___.” or “Let me show you how I ____.
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MEETING THE 
NEEDS OF ALL 

LEARNERS

Each Scholar: 
A Voice. 
A Dream. 
A Bright Future.
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MEETING THE NEEDS OF ALL LEARNERS
Meeting the Needs of ALL Learners

Multi-Tiered Systems of Supports including Title I/LAP and Special Education
Federal Way Public Schools has implemented the Multi-Tiered Systems of Supports (MTSS).  MTSS 
encompasses instructional and behavioral student needs.  Within the MTSS model, the classroom 
teacher is responsible for providing high-quality core instruction to effectively reach the widest pos-
sible range of learners.  A balanced literacy model addresses this through gradual release structures. 
Additionally, the teacher notes any struggling readers who need additional support and provides 
that support in the form of a Tier I (classroom) intervention; this is also structured within the balanced 
literacy model.  In addition, teachers collaborate with colleagues such as instructional coaches, inter-
vention specialists, and grade level teammates to share best practices. 

Title I/LAP and Special Education provides resources to support teachers and specialists to meet 
the needs of students that needs supports beyond Tier I interventions. Scholars receiving Tier 2 and 
Tier 3 support, which includes individuals with disabilities, must be challenged to excel within the 
core curriculum. Based on multiple data points including both formative and summative measures, 
teachers and specialists work collaboratively to address these concerns within the balanced literacy 
model.  Partnering with parents and families consistently is essential to the whole scholar. Once 
additional support is in place, communication between all stakeholders provides the consistency and 
cohesiveness necessary for student success.
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MEETING THE NEEDS OF ALL LEARNERS

                   Key Strategies                             Teacher Moves Within A Balanced Literacy Model 

Content - Recognition Learning 

The “what” of learning:  
How learners gather facts and 
categorize what we see, hear, and 
read.  

Key Strategies:  Present information 
and content in different ways 

Process - Strategic Learning 

The “how” of learning: Planning and 
performing tasks. How we organize 
and express our ideas. Writing an 
essay or solving a math problem are 
strategic tasks.

Key Strategies: Differentiate the ways 
that students can express what they 
know.

Motivation - Affective Learning 

The “why” of learning: How learners 
get engaged and stay motivated.  
How they are challenged, excited, 
or interested.  These are affective 
dimensions.

Key Strategies:  Stimulate interest and 
motivation for learning.

Provide multiple examples
• Enhanced directions
• Use of visual examples
• Use of verbal examples
• Use of experiential examples

Provide multiple media and formats
• Whiteboard/SMART board
• Text to speech software 
• Bookshare

Support background knowledge
• Read Aloud
• Encourage student discussions

Provide Models

Provide Practice with Supports
• Graphic organizers
• Progressive scaffolding
• Chunking

Provide Ongoing Feedback

Offer Multiple Tools for Skill Expression
• Scribe
• ASL
• Provide alternative method of demonstration of 

mastery
 
 

Offer Multiple Tools for Skill Expression*
• Scribe
• ASL
• Provide alternative method of demonstration of 

mastery

Scaffold for students by providing adjustable levels of chal-
lenge

High-interest content and texts 

Offer choice within the balanced literacy structures and 
routines 

Provide rewards within the balanced literacy structures and 
routines 

*Additional examples include color contrast and overlays, speech to text or text to speech, and computer adaptive tools.  For further 
modifications, please collaborate with a specialist.
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MEETING THE NEEDS OF ALL LEARNERS
English Language Learners
English Language Learners ability to achieve proficiency in Washington State ELA Standards is 
predicated on their ability to acquire academic language. Learning Academic English requires teachers 
to provide clear, targeted instruction. Classroom teachers need to know what Academic English is 
and how to make it accessible to our ELL students. By engaging ELL students in discussions about 
the texts they read, calling their attention to the way language is used to convey meaning, guiding 
them in unpacking the meaning from parts of the text, and by relating words, phrases, clauses, and 
so on to its overall meaning, classroom teachers will create many opportunities to acquire language 
and content simultaneously (Wong, 2010). Teachers need to know how to differentiate assessment for 
ELL students as there are multiple pathways to show competency. The Balanced Literacy model with 
guided reading groups, interactive writing, informational text processing, language development, 
academic vocabulary, and listening and speaking skills provides the structure necessary to hold this 
complex work.  

The Understanding Language District Engagement subcommittee has released a set of six key principles 
to support ELLs in meeting the rigorous, grade level academic standards found in the Washington 
State ELA Learning Standards. All principles should be incorporated into the planning and delivery of 
every lesson or unit of instruction. 

1. Instruction focuses on providing ELLs with opportunities to engage in discipline- specific 
practices which are designed to build conceptual understanding and language competence 
in tandem.  Learning is a social process that requires teachers to intentionally design learning 
opportunities that integrate reading, writing, speaking, and listening with the practices of each 
discipline.

2.  Instruction leverages ELLs’ home language(s), cultural assets, and prior knowledge.    ELLs’ 
home language(s) and culture(s) are regarded as assets and are used by the teacher in bridging 
prior knowledge to new knowledge, and in making content meaningful and comprehensible.

3. Standards-aligned instruction for ELLs is rigorous, grade-level appropriate, and provides 
deliberate and appropriate scaffolds.  Instruction that is rigorous and standards-aligned 
reflects the key shifts in the CCSS and Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS). Such shifts 
require that teachers provide students with opportunities to describe their reasoning, share 
explanations, make conjectures, justify conclusions, argue from evidence, and negotiate meaning 
from complex texts. Students with developing levels of English proficiency will require instruction 
that carefully supports their understanding and use of emerging language as they participate in 
these activities.

4. Instruction moves ELLs forward by taking into account their English proficiency level(s) 
and prior schooling experiences.   ELLs within a single classroom can be heterogeneous 
in terms of home language(s) proficiency, proficiency in English, literacy levels in English and 
student’s home language(s), previous experiences in schools, and time in the U.S.  Teachers must 
be attentive to these differences and design instruction accordingly.

5. Instruction fosters ELLs’ autonomy by equipping them with the strategies necessary to 
comprehend and use language in a variety of academic settings.  ELLs must learn to use a 
broad repertoire of strategies to construct meaning from academic talk and complex text, to 
participate in academic discussions, and to express themselves in writing across a variety of 
academic situations. Tasks must be designed to ultimately foster student independence.

6. Diagnostic tools and formative assessment practices are employed to measure students’ 
content knowledge, academic language competence, and participation in disciplinary 
practices.   These assessment practices allow teachers to monitor students’ learning so that 
they may adjust instruction accordingly, provide students with timely and useful feedback, and 
encourage students to reflect on their own thinking and learning.

Each level of English Language Proficiency requires specific teacher practices.  The chart (below) shows 
some examples of teacher moves that support English Language Learners across levels of proficiency 
within a Balanced Literacy Model.  
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MEETING THE NEEDS OF ALL LEARNERS

                   Key Strategies                             Teacher Moves Within A Balanced Literacy Model 

Language Acquisition Level 1, 
Beginning:  While beginning English 
learners can communicate only in 
their primary language, they are very 
capable of higher-level thinking skills.

Beginning Key Strategy: Listening! 
Listening! Listening! Books on 
tape, read-alouds, buddy reading. 
Beginning vocabulary is best 
understood and learned when taught 
thematically.

Language Acquisition Level 2, Early 
Intermediate:  
Very often at this level, students’ verbal 
communication skills are strong, but 
are not reliable indicators of their 
ability to comprehend academic 
material.
Early Intermediate Key Strategy: At 
this level, oral communication skills 
are more highly developed. Using 
cooperative groups during instruction 
will help students develop their higher 
levels of thinking while increasing 
their vocabulary and comprehension.

Language Acquisition Level 3, 
Intermediate:  
Students at this level need a strong 
emphasis on structured writing and 
continued vocabulary development; 
they also need ongoing development 
of background knowledge and must 
be challenged academically.

Intermediate Key Strategy: Students 
have a strong conversational 
vocabulary but still need an emphasis 
on academic vocabulary; we need to 
provide opportunities for students to 
participate in cooperative learning 
groups and take on leadership roles.

• Demonstrate personal interest and caring for students
• Provide ample listening activities, including daily 

listening center with taped picture books
• Read aloud predictable and patterned books
• Have students label and manipulate pictures and 

objects
• Provide one-on-one time with students 
• Choose shorter original core text passages in order to 

retain the original voice of the author

• Model, expand, restate and use standard English with 
students

• Ask ‘how’ and ‘why’ open-ended questions, and help 
students respond in complete sentences

• Ask higher-level questions
• Provide ample opportunities for partner talk and 

pair-share, and activities to develop higher levels of 
thinking; first language use is appropriate during 
informal processing of new content

• Integrate informal language as students progress 
towards more sophisticated use of academic language

• Choose shorter original core text passages in order to 
retain the original voice of the author

• Allow students to lead group discussion
• Encourage independent use of texts in all of its forms 

through the gradual release model
• Provide explicit grammar instruction
• Provide ample opportunities for student generated 

presentations
• Provide a variety of realistic writing opportunities in a 

variety of genres
• Choose shorter original core text passages in order to 

retain the original voice of the author
• Allow for more leadership roles for students to practice 

academic language with their peers. 
• More structured supports for students as they progress 

towards more sophisticated use of academic language

Students who receive Highly Capable Services
Students identified to receive highly capable services participate in experiential learning designed around the Washington State ELA 
Standards.  Instruction is delivered through high-yield strategies that include the gradual release of responsibility model, project-based 
learning, shared inquiry, readers and writers workshop, higher level thinking skills, and complex text with close reading at instructional 
level.  Proficiency is based on mastery and application of required skills demonstrated in formative and summative assessments.  
Innovative and complex instruction provides rigor for students responsive to their demonstrated abilities to master advanced content 
and skills.  
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ASSESSMENT IN A BALANCED LITERACY CLASSROOM

Assessment in a Balanced Literacy Classroom
Various forms of assessments are required within the Balanced Literacy Framework in order to structure 
the gradual release of instruction.  “Like successful athletic coaches, the best teachers recognize the 
importance of ongoing assessments and continual adjustments on the part of both teacher and 
student as the means to achieve maximum performance (McTighe and O’Conner, 2005).”

According to McTighe and O’Conner in their November 2005 Educational Leadership article “Seven 
Practices for Effective Learning,” classroom assessments fall into three categories, each serving a 
different purpose.  Below is an explanation of these three forms of assessment within the context of a 
Balanced Literacy Classroom.  

         -Fisher And Frey 
Formative Assessment Action Plan (2011)

The teacher needs to, “establish learning goals, check for understanding, provide 
feedback, and then align future instruction with the students’ performance.”  

Teacher
Role

Observer

Proficient 
Partner 

Teacher of 
Literary 
Content 

and Group 
Processes

 

The teacher can use checklists, rubrics, or 
qualitative notes to observe the book club.  
The observation should be in a nonjudgmental 
stance – looking for what the group is doing 
well and possibly what the group is ready to 
do next.  

This feedback should include a compliment 
and a growth statement. This growth 
statement is something that the group can do 
with the reminder or a quick “tell” because it is 
well within the grasp of the group as a whole.  
As a proficient partner, the teacher must 
be mindful of working within the group 
structures and norms. The teacher should plan 
for the group just as the students have. It is 
imperative that the he/she does not take over 
the conversation or even hold the eye contact 
throughout the dialogue. The group should 
recognize the teacher as another member 
of the group and should act accordingly.  
This may require some discussion before the 
teacher works with these groups.  

The teacher should research to identify where 
the group is on the gradual release and then 
decide what the “how/by” teaching point 
should be.  The teacher will need to model the 
work the students should be doing, allow the 
students to try it on with the teacher close by, 
and then close the session with a reminder of 
importance and transfer.  

When the book club has been assessed 
as successful, the teacher may step back 
from the group to observe and provide 
feedback.  The teacher may not provide 
feedback every session.  

When the teacher sees something 
that the group might try next, he/she 
might participate with the group as a 
proficient partner.  

When there is an absence or a complex 
misunderstanding of a skill, strategy, or 
process, the teacher will need to take on 
a teaching role, using the architecture 
for the gradual release.  

               When?                                                                            How?
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ASSESSMENT IN A BALANCED LITERACY CLASSROOM
In order to release students to independence as readers or writers, the teacher must be aware of 
exactly where students are in the release. “We need an instructional framework that allows us to 
use performance data to make future instructional decision.  Our instructional framework, based 
on the gradual release of responsibility provides an intentional way for teachers to increase student 
responsibility at appropriate times and reassume responsibility as needed.” (Formative Assessment 
Action Plan, 2011).  Fisher and Frey have connected Hattie and Temperly’s three-component formative 
assessment system to their gradual release model. “When all three components of a formative 
assessment system are present, there is a give-and-take between teachers and students that facilitates 
learning. The absence of any one component places learning at risk.” (Formative Assessment Action 
Plan, 2011). Below is the explanation of each of the three aspects of formative assessment and how 
they fit into the gradual release of instruction. 

FEED UP 
Where am I 

going? 

 

FEEDBACK 
How am I 

doing?  

FEED-
FORWARD 
Where am I 
going next?

 

Students must understand the purpose of a lesson in order to demonstrate their best effort.  
The teacher makes the purpose clear through the explicit language and modeling of the 
learning target.  

“Without a clear purpose (feed-up), students are not motivated and do not see the relevance of 
the content they’re expected to master.”

Students must receive timely information from assessments in order to move toward 
independence with a skill, strategy, or process.  The teacher connects feedback to success 
criteria for each learning target.  

“When students are not assessed or do not receive assessment results (feedback), they are 
unsure about their performance and assume that they are doing just fine. They are unlikely to 
make mid-course corrections in their learning processes and understanding. “

Teachers must plan instruction based on immediate and current assessment information 
in order to close achievement gaps. The teacher uses formative assessment to make in-the-
moment instructional adjustments and modify future lessons.  

“When teachers fail to plan instruction based on student performance (feed-forward), 
misconceptions are reinforced, errors go unaddressed, and gaps in knowledge persist. Teachers 
march through their pacing guides and continue to “teach” while students passively observe.”

In conclusion, Fisher and Frey state that the formative assessment system needs to be intertwined 
with the gradual release model so that, “…students understand a lesson’s purpose and goal, are given 
information about their successes and needs, and experience high-quality instruction that closes the 
gap between what they know and can do and what is expected of them (Formative Assessment Action 
Plan, 2011).”
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Guided Group Planning Template

Date:                                                Text Level:                                Title of Text:

TEACHER PREREAD:  Complexities - Possible difficulties - Student schema

TEXT Introduction and Preview:  Key Vocabulary - Key Concepts - Notes for Book Walk - Questions to identify 
or build schema

Student Reading:  Physical reading traits- running records – specific student needs/strengths to observe – 
possible individual teaching points 

Closing and Bridge to Independence:  Text-dependent questions – Possible compliments – Possible teaching 
points 

Notes: Observations and assessments of individual students or the group  
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