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Literacy Apps for Students and
Teachers
Kathryn Lake MacKay
Abstract
This article shares six specific literacyrelated apps that meet the evaluation
criteria outlined by the Association for
Psychological Sciences (2015) and Parrott
(2011). Two of the apps are designed to
develop literacy skills in children, two are
children’s e-book apps, and two are
intended for teachers to use in their literacy
instruction.
Over 80,000 educational apps are listed in the
Apple iStore (Apple, 2014). These include
apps to help children develop traditional and
digital literacies, as well as apps to help
educators effectively teach and evaluate
literacy skills. In addition, there are book
apps of previously published trade books and
book apps developed solely for the iPad.
With so many choices, it may be difficult for
classroom teachers to find the apps that meet
their needs as well as those that effectively
support the literacy development of their
students. There are three types of literacyrelated apps: (a) apps that assist students
with the development of important literacy
skills (e.g., phonological awareness, narrative
writing), (b) e-book apps, and (c) apps that
assist teachers as they engage in literacy
instruction in their classrooms. This article
suggests some criteria for evaluating literacy
skills and e-book apps, providing examples of
apps that meet these criteria. Also included
Vol 19 No 1 Fall 2016

are examples of apps that teachers can use as
they teach literacy.

Literacy Skills Apps
Nordrum (2015) cautioned teachers and
parents about assuming that an app is
educational based on its marketing label. She
based her concern on the research of HirshPasek et al. (2015), who found that not all
apps are designed to “promote active,
engaged, meaningful, and social interactive
learning . . . . within the context of a
supported learning goal” (p. 3). The
Association for Psychological Science (APS,
2015) suggested using the following
guidelines to evaluate educational apps:
1. Avoid apps that keep children’s attention
through passive activities like repetitive
swiping; Instead, look for apps that
require real mental effort and depend on
the child’s active participation.
2. Avoid apps that feature a lot of distracting
bells and whistles. Instead, look for apps
that support sustained engagement with
the task at hand.
3. Avoid apps that present children with
knowledge in a vacuum. Instead, look for
apps that help children make meaningful
connections between new information
and what they already know.
4. Avoid apps that don't involve our most
powerful resource for learning—other
humans. Instead, look for apps that
encourage social interaction via
discussion, competition, or conversation.
The Utah Journal of Literacy

2
5. Avoid apps that tell the child what to
know. Instead, look for apps that use
guided exploration to help children
discover new information on their own
terms.
The following two literacy apps, which
appear on the several “best app” lists
(Common Sense Media, 2016; Connell, 2012;
Dunn, 2013), meet the evaluation criteria
listed above.
Popplet (Notion, 2013) is a comprehension
tool that provides a way for teachers and
students to digitally create graphic webs to
map their ideas. The user interface is simple:
A tap on the screen brings up a box known as
a popplet, in which the user writes a key idea
to give the graphic web a beginning. The user
adds more components to the web, known as
popples, to organize and represent the
complexities of his or her understanding. The
webs can be simple (see Figure 1) or more
complex (see Figure 2). Color, photographs,
and text can be added to create the maps. In
addition, the user can move the popplets and
popples until the map clearly represents his
or her thinking.
This app can be used by teachers to present
their ideas and by students to organize their
thinking. It is also an excellent app to use
with a classroom SMART board. Popplet is
available to use on the web (poplet.com) and
at the iPad (Apple App Store) for $4.99.
Book Creator (Red Jump, 2016) is an app
designed to help children create their own ebooks using a variety of formats, including
graphic novel layouts. Budding writers type
the text of their book using one or more of the
50 available fonts. They can finger-write
their text if they prefer. Students illustrate
their books using the pictures from iPad
photo library, pictures from elsewhere on the
web, or photos they have taken with the iPad
camera. In addition, they can draw their own
colorful illustrations using the built-in pen.
Once their books are complete, they can add a
musical track as well as record their voices as
they read the story. The Book Creator app
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provides methods for children to collaborate
on a single book using multiple iPads. Some
teachers have helped their students
collaborate with children in different
classrooms, schools, cities, states, and
countries.
Once a book is completed, it can be shared
online using Dropbox or Google Drive. In
addition, students can save their books in
iBookstore where other children can access
and download the texts. Book Creator ($4.99)
is available for the iPad and Android devices,
as well as for Windows.

E-Book Apps
Though e-books can and should be evaluated
using the same criteria as other literacyrelated apps, they are a distinct form of app
because they are similar to and different from
the traditional books children experience in
the classroom. Parrott (2011) shared the
following five questions to ask when selecting
e-books for children:
a. Does it expand and enhance the
traditional reading experience?
b. Does it allow a linear reading experience?
c. Does it engage multiple literacies and
learning styles?
d. Is it intelligently designed? Is it intuitive,
flexible, and customizable?
e. Does it have legs (i.e. longevity)?
The following section includes two e-book
apps that meet most of the criteria
established by APS (2015) and Parrott
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(2011). One app is for very young children;
the other is for older readers.
Moo, Baa, La La La! (Boynton, 2013) is
an e-book version of a traditional print book
by the same title (Boynton, 1982). Though its
text and illustrations mirror the traditional
book, the e-book extends and enhances the
reading experience through the use of
interactive pictures, sound effects, and music.
For example, one page shows two dogs
leaping toward two cats, with the words
“Some other dogs go BOW WOW WOW! And
cats and kittens say MEOW” (pp. 8-9). In the
e-book version when children push on the
dogs, the words “BOW WOW WOW” fly out of
the dogs’ mouths. When the children pull the
dogs backwards, they race towards the cats,
leaving their collars behind. Most of
interactive elements are intuitive, but when
they are not, a “tip box” appears telling the
reader how to interact with the icons. The
app offers two reading options, “read to me”
and “read myself.” Each word in the text is
interactive to provide reading support. When
the reader pushes on the word, it is
highlighted and the read-to-me voice audibly
supplies it. Moo, Baa, La La La! is found in
Apple’s App Store for $3.99. It is also
available for Android devices.

The Fantastic Flying Books of Mr. Morris
Lessmore (Moonbots, 2015) began with the
wordless Academy Award winning animated
short film of the same name (Enochs,
Kantrow, & Farnsworth-Smith, 2011).
Following the success of the movie, this story
was published as a traditional picture book
(Joyce, 2012) with a written text and later as
an interactive e-book. The visually stunning
e-book app is a cross between an e-book and
an animated film, as it contains several clips
from the film along with illustrations and text
from the traditional picture book.
Additional interactive elements of the app
include the option for the user to push on
certain illustrations to make them come alive
and to write on the page of a book with a
finger. The audio elements include an
optional musical track as well as delightful
sound effects activated through the touch
screen.
One drawback of this app is that it doesn’t
provide any type of reading support. The
words are not highlighted nor are they
interactive. The app is available in several
languages including Spanish; it can be
purchased for $4.99 in the App Store.
Included with the purchase is access to the
animated short film.

Apps for the Literacy Teacher
In addition to literacy apps targeted for
children to use, there are also apps to help
teachers as they plan and access literacy
curriculum. Though the criteria are different
Vol 19 No 1 Fall 2016
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from the considerations given for the student
apps, standards of effectiveness are equally
important for educators for finding apps that
effectively improve their literacy teaching
practices. The following two apps fulfill this
purpose.
Kid’s Book Finder (BYU Creative Works,
2015) is an app that helps teachers find
quality children’s books to use in their
classroom instruction and libraries. The user
is able to search a large children’s literature
database by grade level, topic, genre, awards,
or any combination of the four. For instance,
if a teacher is interested in finding awardwinning historical fiction to include in his 5th
grade study of the Civil War, he could use the
following filters to create a book list:

illustrator, publisher, year of publication, and
a short summary. There is also a link to
Amazon where the book is available for
purchase. Teachers have the option to
browse the data bank by book title, author,
illustrator, or key word. When a teacher
decides on the books she or he wants to use,
the app has the capacity to store booklists.
For the example above, a teacher can create a
Civil War booklist and then access it and add
to it for years to come. This app is available
for free in Apple’s App Store.

Grade Level: 5th-6th
Topic: Civil War
Genre: Historical Fiction
Award: Any

Once the list is created, a teacher can click on
any book on the list to see a detailed
description, including the title, author,
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Running Record Calculator (Von Bruno,
2012) is a tool to help teachers make running
records of their students. It supports a type of
formative assessment developed by Marie
Clay (2000) which allows teachers to capture
what a student says and does while reading a
continuous text. The teacher uses this
information for instructional decision
making. The app contains a stopwatch to time
the reader, an error key to count reader
miscues, a self-correction key to track student
self-corrections, and an automatic calculation
of words-per-minute, accuracy, and selfcorrect ratio. One of the best features of this
app is its ability to record the reader so the
teacher can go back and listen again to the
student reading, fast forwarding to the
flagged errors for quicker and more effective
analysis. Though the running record results
cannot be saved within the app, the teacher
can self-email them for record keeping. This
app is available in the Apple Store for $4.99.
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Conclusion
Though this article reviews only six literacyrelated apps, there are many more that meet
the qualifications outlined by APS (2015) and
Parrott (2011). Because apps for mobile
devices are a fairly new medium for literacy
instruction, evaluation criteria are constantly
changing. For example, when apps are
viewed through the lens of digital literacies
the criteria may be different from criteria
created by those interested in more
traditional literacies. Teachers can keep
abreast of the digital app world by accessing
online sites such as
www.commonsensemedia.org and
www.bestappsforkids.com, which publish
“best educational app” lists at least yearly.
Teachers should evaluate these apps thinking
about their individual instructional purposes.
In doing so they need to keep in mind that
technology is not meant to replace traditional
instruction, but rather to amplify and
transform it (Kimmons, 2016).
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Five Questions Everyone Should
Ask Before Choosing Early
Literacy Apps
Barbara Culatta, Kendra M. Hall-Kenyon, Gary Bingham
Abstract
Experienced early childhood literacy
professors warn that some apps for
teaching early reading skills to children are
inaccurate or misleading. They list and
explain specific questions for teachers,
parents, and other instructors to apply
when choosing apps for their young
readers.
Developing solid reading and writing skills is
critical to children’s success in all learning
activities, affecting accomplishments in vital
areas throughout their lives. Today
thousands of apps are claiming to help
support early literacy, but few—if any—have
research to support their claims. This article
warns of five weaknesses in these apps that
can be confusing or misleading for children.

1. Are sounds pronounced and
represented with letters accurately?
Many early literacy apps do not accurately
represent the sounds of the letters. English is
a highly irregular language. Some letters
make more than one sound, and some sounds
are associated with more than one letter.
When letters combine, all kinds of irregular
things start to happen. Here are two
particular issues to watch out for.
Vol 19 No 1 Fall 2016

Distorted sounds. When two consonants
combine to represent one sound, such as
/sh/, /ch/, or /ng/, some apps try to isolate
the sounds of the individual letters, sneaking
in an extra sound to represent the second
letter. Children need to learn that the letter
combinations sh, th, wh, ch, and ng make
single sounds, which they can recognize in
the words they hear every day. The opposite
is true with other sounds. The letter x
represents two sounds /ks/, and the single
letter q represents /kw/. When selecting
apps for young children, be sure that children
know that some letter combinations stand for
just one sound and while that some other
single letters can stand for two sounds.
Added sounds. Some apps mistakenly slip in
additional sounds when isolating and
emphasizing letter sounds to teach children.
For example, the sound of the letter L should
be taught as simply continued /lll/, but many
apps add a stressed /uh/ vowel (luh, luh,
luh). Watch for added sounds particularly
with consonants such as l, f, r, v, s, z, m, th, sh,
and n. These are more correctly pronounced
as continuous sounds.
Some consonants when produced in isolation
from a word are particularly prone to being
mispronounced in early childhood apps.
Sounds such as /b/, /p/, /t/, /d/, /k/, and /g/
are produced with a plosive or exploding
sound that requires that a vowel be added at
The Utah Journal of Literacy
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the end. When producing these sounds in
isolation, it is important to avoid putting
additional stress on the extra vowel. Some
apps emphasize the vowel sound when the
consonant sound is produced by itself: For
example the /b/ sound may be taught as buh. Literacy apps should produce these
plosive sounds by (a) attaching an unstressed
vowel or (b) softly repeating the consonant to
keep from adding extra stress to the vowel.
Parents, teachers, and other caregivers
should select apps that don’t overly stress the
added vowel sound.

2. Does the app confuse things as it
tries to simplify?
When choosing early literacy apps, watch out
for concepts that are so oversimplified they
are confusing. Pay particular attention to the
way the app treats vowels. Like consonants,
these letters can have more than one sound,
and the same sound can have more than one
spelling. But vowels are more difficult for
children to learn because each vowel letter
can have several different sounds.
One a. Some apps match only one sound to
each vowel and do not change the vowel
sound to match the example words. One app
we reviewed gives the letter a the sound in at
but then produces that same sound for the a
in the word all. Listen to the words at and
all: The vowels are produced in different
ways—the a in at is produced with
unrounded lips and the tongue is low in the
mouth, but the a in all is produced with
rounded lips and the tongue is high in the
mouth. Giving the same sound to a letter in
words in which it actually makes different
sounds is incorrect and can create confusion.
The vowel sounds can really become
confusing when an app gives multiple
examples of words that begin with that letter
in which the sound actually varies. For
example, the words art, air, any, ant and
apron all start with the letter a, but the initial
a letters represent different a sounds. Beware
of apps that rapidly generate words
beginning with a particular vowel, as faulty
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vowel sounds can sneak into even carefully
composed lists.
Logical instructional sequence. Some apps
have little or no logic for the sequence in
which they introduce skills. Effective learning
in phonics requires building from basic to
more advanced skills.
Children should be taught to read short vowel
words (such as cap, bed, sit, dog, and bug)
before long vowel words (like cape, bite, and
note). Some apps intersperse phonic patterns
with short and long vowels. Following /ā/
(long vowel) with /ă/ (short vowel) words
may seem logical to an app designer. But
doing this exposes children to first-gradelevel phonic skills (long vowels) before they
master the kindergarten skills (short vowels)
which need to be stable before new readers
are ready to take this step.
Another problem with overload occurs as
some apps teach multiple spellings of a
particular vowel sound at the same time. For
example, the long o can be spelled with a
silent e as in note, a single o as in no, or an oa
as in boat. Children will eventually learn all
these spellings, but expecting beginning
readers to learn them all at once isn’t
realistic. Young children need to learn basic
patterns first and overlapping patterns
separately.

3. Does the app try to blend things that
shouldn’t blend?
Sounds combine to make words, but blending
of sounds into words can be trickier than it
might appear. Children need to learn that
not all letters are pronounced when blending
sounds into words and that sounds can be
combined only in left to right order. Some
apps, however, violate these important
principles.
Including a sound that isn’t there. One
serious mistake found on some apps is to
provide a sound for each letter in a word even
if the word contains a silent letter. For
example, words like cake and bike end in the
silent e. One app we reviewed provides an
The Utah Journal of Literacy
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individual sound for each letter in a
segmented word (such as c-a-k-e) so that
even the silent e is given a sound. Adding the
extra sound so children can count letters as
they process them is misleading. The word
cake does not have four sounds—it only has
three, and children will be confused if their
reading app tries to blend in an extra
ingredient.
Pronouncing sounds out of sequence. Some
apps allow users to tap any sound in any
order as they attempt to combine sounds into
words. Children should not tap on letters
from right to left in order to isolate and hear
the individual sounds in a word. Individual
sounds that will be combined into a word
should be treated only from left to right, since
that is the way readers need to decode them.

4. Does the app provide adequate
modeling and feedback?
No parent or teacher would attempt to teach
a child a sound without demonstrating it first.
But some apps do. When choosing early
literacy apps, be sure that they provide
sufficient exposure to sounds that children
need to hear. It is also important to attach
sounds and sound patterns to letters.
Limited modeling of sounds. Modeling
consists of frequently exposing children to
the sounds that go with letters and patterns
of letters in words. Modeling sounds and
sound patterns is essential for teaching skills
like rhyming, alliteration, word recognition,
and letter-sound associations. For children
to recognize printed words and be able to
translate combinations of letters and letter
patterns into meaningful words, they need to
have plenty of opportunities to see and hear
the relationships between spoken and
written word parts and words. Children
should be aware of the sound patterns for any
printed letter patterns they are expected to
read. For example, as children learn to read
short vowels in a word family like cat, bat,
hat, fat, and sat, the app should provide many
opportunities to hear -at in words and to
separate the -at word ending from the whole
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word (e.g., b-at and r-at). As they hear and
learn to recognize sound patterns within
words they see on the screen, beginning
readers learn to identify these patterns as
they will encounter them in additional
written words.
Rhyming is an important early literacy skill,
but some apps expect children to
demonstrate this skill without first hearing
examples of rhyming words. Some apps that
claim to teach rhyming have children drag
pictures of rhyming words together without
allowing them to hear the words pronounced.
When children touch images, the app should
say the names of pictured rhyme words so
children learn that rhyming words sound the
same at the end.
This same principle applies to “reading”
words that have been blended together from
individual letters. Some of the apps we
reviewed have a separate button to allow
users to hear a word they see on the screen,
but hearing the word pronounced isn’t
integrated into the activity. Having letters say
their sounds as children push them together
to form a word allows them to play with
blending. When children push together letters
but don’t hear the sounds, they learn to push
letters together randomly. This doesn’t
reinforce the way that sounds are put
together to form words. Children should be
able to play with the sounds to create a word
that is then “read” back to them.
Insufficient feedback. When a child’s
response is not correct, most of the apps we
reviewed give a generic reply such as “try
again” or simply repeat the directions. It’s
difficult for children to know why what they
did was wrong if they don’t receive any
directions or feedback on how to correct it.
Similarly, when a child gives a correct
response many apps give generic praise (like
“great job!”) or make a special sound (like
applause). But they do not tell the child why
the answer was correct. If the children guess
an answer that happens to be correct, simply
saying “great job!” doesn’t help them learn. In
contrast, an app should provide specific
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feedback such as “Yes, the words back and
sack rhyme” or “Uh oh, track and car don’t
rhyme—but track and crack do sound alike.”
Both moments—when children get an answer
right or when they make a mistake—should
be used as learning opportunities.

with the child’s ability to learn an early
literacy skill. Even if the focus of the app
seems appropriate for the child’s current
level of dealing with sounds, such as rhyming
or blending, the level and nature of
vocabulary should be carefully reviewed.

5. Does it demand too much of the
child?

To sum it all up

In selecting early literacy apps, parents and
teachers must consider whether the child will
be able to understand what is expected.
Children who do not understand a task
presented in an app will likely end up
randomly pressing buttons to see what will
happen; this is not effective learning. One
way to find out how well a child understands
an app is to ask the child to show or explain
how it works.
Some early literacy apps we reviewed use
complex or unfamiliar words to illustrate
sound or phonic patterns. One rhyming app
expects the child to match pictures of a ram
and a tram because the words rhyme—but
matching a goat with a train doesn’t really
make any sense. Another app we reviewed
has children identify a picture of “soil” and a
picture of “dill weed.” Obscure words or
pictures that are hard to identify can interfere

Vol 19 No 1 Fall 2016

Apps can be great tools to teach early literacy
skills. But they must be instructionally sound.
Technology can enhance early literacy
instruction if selected based on solid research
principles. Asking the five questions we
present here before selecting an early literacy
app will help make sure you are providing
children with the most effective learning
opportunities to enhance their early literacy
skills and prepare them to be successful
readers and lifelong learners.
This article was previously published as a blog
posting on January 7, 2016 at the Joan Ganz
Cooney Center at Sesame Workshop. Reprinted
with permission.

http://www.joanganzcooneycenter.org/2
016/01/07/five-questions-everyoneshould-ask-before-choosing-earlyliteracy-apps/
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Primary Grade Teachers’
Perceptions of Integration
Jeanne S. Prestwich
Abstract
This descriptive/ qualitative study
examined definitions and teaching
examples of integrated curriculum
instruction submitted by K-3 teachers.
Definitions were classified according to
common definitions in the professional
literature, and each teacher’s definition and
example were compared for consistency.
Elementary teachers must cover a broad
range of content, estimated by Kendall and
Marzano (2000) to average 200 standards
and 3,093 benchmarks in 14 different content
subjects per school year. Thus they have little
time to address each subject area with
appropriate depth. Integrating content
subjects enables teachers to more efficiently
teach all aspects of curriculum within
instructional time constraints (Holloway &
Chliodo, 2009; Howes, Lim, & Campos, 2009).
Additionally, integration of content subjects
can help students think more critically as they
increase their knowledge and understanding
of the curriculum (Carnegie Council on
Adolescent Development, 1989), recognizing
connections and relationships in contexts that
more closely mimic real-world learning
(Hargreaves & Moore, 2000). However,
effective implementation of integration can
be difficult (Hinde, 2005).
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Many teachers are confused by multiple
definitions of integrated curriculum
instruction (Czerniak et al., 1999) that have
emerged since the late nineteenth century
(Hinde, 2005; McBee, 2000). Definitions
currently described in professional literature
all come from scholars, rather than classroom
teachers; thus teachers may not define
curriculum integration as the represented in
professional literature represents it.

Background
Words used to describe integration include
interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary,
transdisciplinary, integrated, thematic,
connected, sequenced, nested, shared, webbed,
threaded, immersed, networked, blended,
unified, coordinated, and fused (Czerniak et al.,
1999). Many teachers use the terms
integrated, interdisciplinary, and thematic
synonymously (Lederman & Niess, 1997),
perhaps casual in distinction because a
common definition hasn’t been clarified
(Czerniak et al., 1999). Variation in how
integration is conceptualized in content areas
may be one reason for multiple vague
definitions (Beane, 1995).
Definitions in the literature. During the past
two decades professional literature has
offered multiple descriptions as well as
terminology. Indistinct subject integration
attempts to make combined subjects
indistinguishable; students don't sense when
one ends and another begins. A group of math
and science education professionals
The Utah Journal of Literacy
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suggested a working definition to the
National Science Foundation: “Integration
infuses mathematical methods in science and
scientific methods into mathematics such that
it becomes indistinguishable as to whether it
is mathematics or science” (Berlin & White,
1992, p. 341). This approach was expanded
to include using applicable real-world
problems for instruction in a study by
Lederman and Niess (1997), who similarly
defined integration as two different subjects
taught together as a seamless whole.
Disciplines are not clearly defined with the
justification that daily experiences do not
occur as differentiated subjects and neither
should school curriculum.
In contrast, integration often occurs as
curriculum planned around topics or themes,
with combined subjects recognizable though
studied together, termed topic/theme
integration. Beane (1996) designated four
characteristics for this approach: (a)
organization around real-world topics of
personal and social importance, (b) use of
applicable information without consideration
for subject lines, (c) learning for study of a
current issue, not for a test or grade, and (d)
emphasis on assignments and activities
applying real-world knowledge and analysis.
Since integration developing themes by
recognized subjects combines multiple
subject areas such as math, literacy, or arts,
teachers apply this method through
comprehensive planning which enables them
to use authentic, relevant learning
experiences (Hurless & Gittings, 2008).
Recognizable subject integration can focus on
teaching a central idea, solving a problem, or
planning an event, rather than on a topic or
theme. The approach purposefully draws
together knowledge, viewpoints, and
methods of examination from several
disciplines to develop a more powerful
understanding of a unit’s purpose and focus
(Parker, 2005). Two integration strategies
teachers use most often based on this
approach are fusion, which merges multiple
subjects to form a new unified idea, and
infusion, which brings multiple subject areas
Vol 19 No 1 Fall 2016

together to form a relevant curriculum,
inserting parts of one subject area into
another subject to help the learner gain
deeper understanding of the second. This
broad method is the most regularly used
practice of curriculum integration at the
elementary level (Hinde, 2005). This
approach has been expanded to include
pointing out to students how related
concepts, skills, and values of each subject
reinforce each other using interdisciplinary
instruction (Farris, 2004).
Hall-Kenyon and Smith (2013) further
described integration as “instruction during
one lesson that is based on two or more
objectives from two or more subject areas”
(p. 102). They specified three essential
conditions: (a) valid connection(s) are made
between skills and/or content knowledge of
each specific content area, (b) instruction and
learning remain authentic to each discipline,
and (c) each objective is directly taught and
measured.
The current study. Researchers have
acknowledged that “integration means
different things to different educators”
(Davison, Miller, & Metheny, 1995, p. 226).
Unfortunately teachers’ use of integration is
only as effective as their understanding, and
empirical data on their definitions and
practices are inadequate in the current
professional literature (Beane, 1995;
Czerniak et al., 1999; Davison et al., 1995).
This study looked at teachers’ personal
definitions and teaching examples. Three
research questions were addressed:
1. How do K-3 grade teachers define
curriculum integration?
2. How do K-3 grade teachers describe
teaching examples of curriculum
integration?
3. Do K-3 grade teachers’ submitted
teaching examples of integration
match their definitions?
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Methods
Participants and design. Participants for
this survey study were a convenience
sampling of respondents to an invitation
circulated among kindergarten through third
grade teachers from four school districts in
the Intermountain West. All eligible teachers
were contacted by district email and asked to
participate in the study by clicking on a link
to the survey, administered through
surveymonkey.com. The survey was
estimated to require 10-15 minutes; because
participants completed it individually on their
own time, they were able to give thoughtful
answers without pressure.
Data source. The survey was divided into
two sections: a demographics section
requesting participant information
(educational level, assigned grade level and
years spent teaching) and a section asking
teachers to provide their personal definition
of integration and to write an example of a
lesson idea integrating curriculum in literacy,
math, science, and/or social studies.
Procedures. To obtain feedback on the clarity
and content of the questions, the survey was
piloted with six volunteer K-3 teachers, who
were given a hard copy of the survey and the
instructions to be given to participants. After
completing the survey, each met with the
researcher to provide feedback on questions
that seemed to be unclear or difficult to
answer. After pilot testing the questions,
obtaining IRB approval, and receiving consent
from the school districts to distribute the
survey, the researcher sought voluntary
participants by email with a hyperlink to the
survey instrument, as described previously,
along with instructions that completing the
survey would constitute implied consent.
Reminders were sent to potential participants
weekly. Survey data gathered within three
weeks were analyzed.

can still be regarded as acceptable because of
the cross section of teachers across grade
levels, years of experience, and education
levels.
Data analysis. When surveys including
unusable data were excluded, 71 formed the
basis for analysis, representing 16
kindergarten teachers, 19 first-grade
teachers, 20 second-grade teachers and 16
third-grade teachers.
Survey responses were analyzed
descriptively and qualitatively. The teachers’
definitions of integration and examples of
integrated lessons were analyzed
qualitatively to discern recurring themes
(Creswell, 2008). The three common
definitions of integration described in the
literature review—indistinct subject
integration, topic/theme integration, and
recognizable subject integration—were used
as a priori categories. However, the data for
the teachers’ definitions and teaching
examples were examined for other definitions
or categories noted in the teachers’
responses. Each teacher’s definition and
teaching example(s) were then compared and
examined for connection or lack of
connection between definition and
application.
Data were coded by the researcher and an
additional coder (a K-3rd grade teacher for
37 years with state and national awards). The
researcher and coder reviewed all 71
teachers’ definitions and teaching examples.
After discussion of the three a priori
definitions of integrated curriculum, they
read each response aloud and determined its
category. No new definitions emerged from
the teachers’ responses, but the additional
category vague/unable to categorize was
created because some definitions were too
vague to code. All disagreements were
negotiated until agreement was achieved.

Of the 1,301 surveys that were distributed via
email, 100 (8%) were returned. Thus the
findings from this study should be
interpreted cautiously. However, the study
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Findings
Examining teachers’ definitions of
integration. Of the participating teachers,
96% (68/71) defined integration consistent
with one of the three common categories
found in the literature: indistinct subject
integration, topic/theme integration, and
recognizable subject integration. The
remaining 4% (3/71) gave definitions that
were coded as vague/unable to categorize.
These three teachers were kept in the study
despite the vague definitions because they
provided good teaching examples of
curriculum integration; some teachers who
provided clear definitions gave vague
examples. Teaching examples from the
participants’ surveys are discussed in terms
of the three common category definitions.
Indistinct subject integration. This category
accounted for 10% (7/71) of the teachers’
definitions of curriculum integration. These
all specified that subjects should be used in
combination without distinct lines between
them. A first grade teacher wrote, “Teaching
using integration helps kids see the ‘big
picture’ . . . everything [comes] together and
builds off each other rather [than] teaching
everything in a bunch of broken segments.”
Other teachers referred to holistic instruction
in their definitions, also interpreted in the
indistinct subject category. A third grade
teacher defined curriculum integration as
“putting [together] a cluster of related
curriculum content and teaching them
together in a [holistic] approach.”
Topic/theme integration. This category
included the definitions of 21% (15/71) of
the teachers, with references to topics or
units of study. A second grade teacher
mentioned “the ability the teacher has to
interweave multiple curriculum or academic
areas into a theme or unit.” Similarly, a first
grade teacher explained, “It means using the
core standards in all different subjects. . . . It
brings a more cohesive feel to the curriculum
and gives the students a wider range of
experience with the material needed.”
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Recognizable subject integration. This
category was involved with 65% (46/71) of
the teachers’ definitions, with many
discussing the need for more than one subject
to be combined in one lesson. A second grade
teacher offered the definition “teaching core
subjects (science, social studies) during
reading and/or math.” Some of the definitions
in this category described curriculum
integration as one lesson in which one subject
is used to teach another subject. A
kindergarten teacher expressed it as “taking
ideas and academic principles from one area
of study and inserting them into another area
of study.” She mentioned “teaching science
principles . . . with the use of literature . . .
[thus] satisfying core requirements for the
science standards at the same time as
satisfying core requirements for literacy.”
Other definitions mentioned the necessity for
assessment; a first grade teacher explained
that one lesson “must include the meaningful
and intentional teaching and assessment of
both/all the objectives.”
Vague/unable to categorize. The category
vague/unable to categorize was created for
the definitions of 4% of the teachers (3/71)
that were either not relevant to the question
being asked or not clear enough to fit into one
of the categories. For example, a third grade
teacher defined curriculum integration as
“all.” Another third grade teacher started her
definition in the recognizable subject
integration category and ended it as a theme
integration strategy: “Content areas of the
core curriculum are combined [with] other
curriculum in teaching to save time and yet
cover more areas. Sometimes it is driven by a
theme.”
Evaluating teachers’ examples of integration.

Teachers’ examples of integration were
placed in the common categories described
above: Only recognizable subject integration
and topic/theme integration were
represented. Categorizations were compared
to teachers’ definitions to determine the level
of consistency between their reported
definitions (conceptions) and their practice.
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Some of the examples included aspects of
both represented categories, so a new
category was created joining the two. The
category of vague/unable to categorize was
present in the teaching examples as well as in
the definitions, but none of the teachers had
both definition and example in that category.
Either the topic/theme integration or the
recognizable subject integration category
accounted for 77.5% (55/71) of the teachers’
examples; the new category combining these
approaches included 14% (10/71). Only 8.5%
(6/71) of the teaching examples were coded
as vague/unable to categorize.
Topic/theme integration. The examples of
25% (18/71) of the teachers were consistent
with the category of topic/theme integration,
generally describing lessons on a specific
topic or theme involving multiple subject
areas. For example, a third grade teacher’s
unit on space integrated language arts (space
related vocabulary words and writing topics),
social studies (NASA, astronauts,
astronomers), and art (drawing moon phases,
constellations, and sunspots).
Recognizable subject integration. The
teaching examples of 51% (36/71) of the
participants were in the category of
recognizable subject integration, teaching one
lesson using multiple subjects. For example, a
kindergarten teacher taught simple addition
to five along with the social studies topic of
seasons. The children made trees with
different seasonal symbols on them (e.g.,
leaves for summer, apples for fall) to practice
addition. To include opinion writing, the
teacher placed a spring item on each table
(e.g., flowers) and had the students write why
they liked or didn’t like the item.
A few examples in this category involved
using one subject to teach another subject in
one lesson. A third grade teacher noted,
“Music and math—count by songs to learn
times tables. We did art and math with
ordered pairs and making a secret picture.” A
second grade teacher combined the science
objective of observing/describing “patterns in
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the night sky” with the art objective of
creating depth and using secondary and
tertiary colors. At home the students
observed and drew the night sky for a week—
creating pictures showing both near and far.
Then at school they mixed paints in tertiary
colors, which they used to re-create their
night sky perspectives. Other examples added
the requirement that subjects be assessed as
well as taught together. A second grade
teacher explained, “I do a weekly shared
reading that is about the science core we are
studying. Students learn a strategy as well as
the science. Both are assessed in a weekly
quiz.”
Both topic/theme and recognizable subject
integration. Both categories were included in
the responses of 14% (10/71) of the teachers,
who described two different lessons, one in
each category. For example, a third grade
teacher included a lesson coded as
recognizable subject integration in which
economics was taught using math (“funny
money” distributed, saved, and used in a class
auction), along with a second lesson coded as
topic/theme integration teaching science,
math, and writing using the theme of the
solar system (powerpoint about favorite
planet and model of solar system).
Vague/unable to categorize. Teaching
examples categorized as vague/unable to
categorize were submitted by 10% (7/71) of
the participants. Some of these submissions
did not describe an actual lesson (e.g., “I
participated in the common core this year. I
integrated literacy, social studies and science
in my class”). Others described a lesson that
did not include curriculum integration (e.g.,
“When learning about color and how to create
secondary colors, we also [used] counting
games and color words”).
Comparing teachers’ definitions and examples.

Each participant’s coded definition and
example(s) were compared to determine the
extent of consistency. Definition of
integration and example(s) were consistent
for 55% (39/71) of the teachers. For example,
a second grade teacher whose definition was
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clearly topic/theme integration gave this
example: “During our animal report unit, the
[students] researched an animal they wanted
to learn more about. They were learning
about [vertebrate] animals in science as well.
Students also [created] a sculpture and
habitat for their animal in art.” Of the 39
teachers whose definitions and teaching
examples were consistent, 18% (7/39)
defined and exemplified topic/theme
integration and 82% (32/39) defined and
exemplified recognizable subject integration.
Definitions in the categories of indistinct
subject integration or vague/unable to
categorize did not include consistent
examples.
Fully 45% (32/71) of the teachers gave
examples that did not match their definitions.
For example a third grade teacher gave a
definition that was coded as indistinct subject
integration— “incorporating all subject areas
into a unit/lesson so that there are no
discernible ‘subjects’”—but gave the
following teaching example: “We have talked
about . . . graphic organizers and [taking]
notes. Then the students read about different
Native American tribes and took notes about
the tribes’ clothing, food, shelter, and family
life [using] graphic organizers to
compare/contrast the tribes.” Of the 32
inconsistent definitions/examples, 21%
(7/32) were indistinct subject integration,
25% (8/32) represented topic/theme
integration, 44% (14/32) were classified as
recognizable subject integration, and 10%
(3/32) were vague/unable to categorize.
Some teachers may define integration as they
have been taught but be more comfortable
implementing it differently, or they may be
unclear on their definition and/or their
practice.

Discussion
The current literature on curriculum
integration is based mostly on theory. More
than 10 years ago researchers called for more
empirical data to reveal ways curriculum
integration is conceptualized and practiced
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by teachers (Beane, 1995; Czerniak et al.,
1999; Davison et al., 1995), but little has been
done. The current study provides a small set
of empirical data demonstrating that teachers
may have a more consistent definition of
curriculum integration than the professional
literature states.
Understanding teachers’ definitions of
integration. The definitions of curriculum
integration the teachers provided were
consistent with the major definitions in the
professional literature: indistinct subject
integration, topic/theme integration, and
recognizable subject integration. No varying
definitions were found in the teachers’
descriptions. More than half of the teachers in
the study defined curriculum integration
consistent with recognizable subject
integration, followed by definitions fitting
with topic/theme integration; indistinct
subject integration was defined by a few
though illustrated by none. Ultimately these
findings suggest that concern expressed in
the professional literature over perceived
wide variety in teachers’ definitions may not
be an accurate representation of some K-3
teachers’ conceptions.
Interpreting teachers’ integration teaching
examples. When the teachers’ examples of
curriculum integration were examined,
indistinct integration was not found, although
it had been among their definitions, possibly
because a lesson in this category would be
difficult to describe. Some examples included
two lessons, one using topic/theme
integration and one using recognizable
subject integration; thus a combined category
was created. This inconsistency may have
occurred because teachers see curriculum
integration generally as any lesson that
involves two or more subjects, whether at the
same time (as recognizable subjects) or
through multiple subjects woven throughout
the day (in a topic or theme). As with the
definitions, recognizable subject integration
was the most common category for
participants’ teaching examples, followed by
topic/theme integration; the combined
category was third.
The Utah Journal of Literacy
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Connecting Teachers’ Definitions and
Examples. More than half of the teachers in
the study supplied examples consistent with
their definitions. More than three-fourths of
these consistencies were in recognizable
subject integration, the category in which the
majority of the responses were coded. Just
under half of the teachers’ responses showed
confusion in alignment of their definition and
example, which may indicate lack of a solid
connection between method and practice or a
tendency to practice integration in more than
one way.
It is significant that the three teachers who
provided vague definitions of curriculum
integration gave clear teaching examples: two
with examples coded as recognizable subject
integration and one with a plan coded as
topic/theme integration. Possibly these
teachers could practice curriculum
integration but could not articulate a
classification for what they were doing. In
contrast, seven participants provided clear
definitions of curriculum integration (six
coded as recognizable subject integration and
one coded as indistinct subject integration)
but were unable to provide a teaching
example matching any of the common
definitions. Of the seven teachers, three left
the space for the teaching example blank.
Possibly these teachers were familiar with
general concepts but did not actually practice
them.

Conclusion
Implications. These teachers’ definitions of
curriculum integration were consistent with
the three common definitions found in the
professional literature. Considering the
professional literature in terms of the ways
classroom teachers articulate the definition of
curriculum integration should reduce the
confusion over whether teachers’ definitions
are expanding and at the same time
strengthen the validity of the existing
common definitions.

from the professional literature, but some
lacked consistency between their definitions
and teaching examples. Thus another
implication from the study is that
professional development would be desirable
to strengthen the connection between the
theory reflected in the definitions and the
teachers’ actual classroom practice.
Recommendations. More empirical research
might replicate this study in various areas of
the country to determine if the participants’
responses are typical of K-3 teachers. More
empirical research is also needed to increase
understanding of teachers’ actual practices
related to curriculum integration. Future
studies should include both teachers’
definitions and researchers’ classroom
observations of teachers presenting lessons
they have developed integrating curriculum.
Interviews could follow, allowing teachers to
provide additional clarification about their
definitions of curriculum integration based on
their lessons.
Several of the teachers were dropped from
the current study because they provided
reasons why they might choose to integrate
rather than an actual definition. However, it
may be beneficial to consider the reasons
teachers view integration as an effective
strategy, noting how those reasons relate to
their definitions and examples of integration.
A future study might examine teachers’
reasons for choosing curriculum integration
as a teaching strategy and then explore
whether those goals are being met in the
integrated lessons they are teaching in their
classrooms.

Most of the teachers in the study were able to
articulate the common integration definitions
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“This Class Changed Me”:
Fostering Adolescent Reader
Identities in High School Reading
Classes
Dawan Coombs
Abstract
The author presents a case study of an
adolescent girl who struggled with both her
reading skills and her self-identification as a
poor reader. A reading class taught by a
capable and caring teacher in a safe
classroom environment with personally
engaging literature changed both skills and
identity in striking ways. The student’s
personal experiences and comments are
emphasized.
I just—I—I feel, like smarter. . . . They
always taught us those skills, like listen,
sound the word out—I never did that . . .
No one else did it, so I just didn’t do it. I
wasn’t going to be like trying to sound the
word out. . . . But now I feel smarter cause
I can actually read pretty good.
Fifteen-year-old Anna’s description of her
reading ability exemplifies the complexities
inherent in the act of reading: In addition to
the skills required to decode and comprehend
texts, the opinions of other people or groups
and the self-perceptions of the reader
contribute to the reading experience.
Research shows students’ self-perceptions, as
individuals and as readers (Miller, 2000;
Vol 19 No 1 Fall 2016

Tatum, 2008), their early literacy experiences
(Hall, 2009), the curriculum (Fecho, 2000;
Miller, 2000; Reeves, 2004; Tatum, 2008),
students’ perceptions of school (Lenters,
2006; Triplett, 2004), as well as their
teachers, peers, and parents (Hall, 2009; Moje
& Dillon, 2006; Rex, 2001) all influence the
way adolescent readers approach texts and
reading tasks. Reading goes beyond just skill
sets to include the practices and habits
shaped by values, communities, and
experiences (Langer, 2001).
Students who don’t read will typically fail to
develop positive reader identities and often
fail to invest the time and effort required to
improve their reading abilities. Therefore, it
becomes essential that teachers support
students to develop both the cognitive skills
and affective dispositions of engaged and
literate individuals. The discussion that
follows examines the experiences of Anna, a
self-identified struggling adolescent reader,
showing how both strategy instruction and
individual attention to her interests and
needs during a semester-long reading class
helped her transform her reader identity and
reading ability.
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The Crossroads of Anna’s Identities
The observations (Dyson & Genishi, 2005) of
Anna and interviews (Chase, 2003) with her
are part of the data collected for a larger
multiple case study (Yin, 2009) examining the
self-perceptions of struggling adolescent
readers. Case studies allow literacy
researchers to look in depth at a phenomenon
and the particular contexts that surround it.
Anna’s case proved particularly helpful in my
study because of the way she articulated her
understandings of her reading abilities.
As an outside observer I wasn’t present to
observe her daily classroom interactions with
her teacher and peers, but I did observe her
behavior and performance in the reading
class periodically throughout the semester
and spoke with her regularly about her
experiences. Throughout my five interviews
with Anna, as well as in the school’s
assessments of her reading skills and her
scores on the Reader’s Self-Perception Scale
(RSPS; Henk & Melnick, 1995), Anna
identified as a struggling reader.

questions about her reading ability and
identity.
A Teacher’s Influence on Identity
Anna attributed a significant part of this
change in her behavior to her teacher, Mr.
Larson: including the books he invited the
students to read and his attitudes toward
their reading. She explained,
He taught us that we could read
anything. We read this one book, Robot
Dreams, last semester, but it had no
words, just pictures. That was pretty
cool. Like all of his books were good.
They’re not like the boring crap . . . most
language arts teachers have—they were
actually really exciting and had good
morals and stuff.

A thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) of
these observations and interviews clarified
Anna’s tendency to talk about herself in
“before and after” terms; she talked about her
attitudes, actions, and perspectives before her
reading class in contrast to her emerging
perspectives during and after the class.
Although sociocultural perspectives challenge
linear notions of identity, such comparisons
allowed Anna to articulate shifts in how she
perceived herself as a reader.

Engagement with books. In this comment
Anna alluded to multiple elements of a
successful literacy classroom orchestrated by
her teacher. Her first statement, “He taught us
that we could read anything,” included both
the breadth of the content explored in Mr.
Larson’s class and the feedback he provided
students about their abilities. Surveying his
classroom library showed that the shelves
contained a variety of young adult novels for
students to read on their own, but he also
used engaging young adult novels as the
anchor texts for his units. Anna mentioned
one of these texts, an almost completely
wordless graphic novel called Robot Dreams,
as representing a genre that opened up the
reading experience for her.

Although Anna wasn’t initially excited about
taking a reading class and rarely read, after
finishing the class she explained that she
enjoyed reading and read often. Most likely
this change resulted from numerous
encounters throughout the class influenced
by a variety of factors. The discussion that
follows explores the forces that influenced
this shift through Anna’s experiences. In her
interviews she attributed her teacher, the
texts she read, and participation in the class
itself as integral in helping her work through

The books Mr. Larson selected for students to
read as a group and those that he made
available for them to read individually
challenged Anna’s notions of reading in
relation to the texts and genres sanctioned in
traditional English classes. As the result of
successful and enjoyable encounters with
books selected by this teacher, Anna trusted
that the other books he offered would also
provide her with enjoyable reading
experiences. She found opportunities to
engage with genres of value to her and thus
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read for enjoyment, not just for an
assignment.
Teachers need first to be well read in young
adult literature and aware of high-interest
texts, specifically those of interest to
struggling or disengaged readers. By
incorporating graphic novels, wordless books,
and young adult fiction and nonfiction, as well
as other genres, Mr. Larson challenged Anna’s
notions about what qualifies as a book and
what she could read. Teachers need to make
this kind of literature available to students.
Whether through book talks, classroom
libraries, assigned whole class reading of
novels, or literature circles, students need
opportunities to engage with these texts. For
example, Mr. Larson used these books as
means to provide direct instruction and
model reading strategies, but he also made
them available in a variety of ways. Thus he
helped Anna understand that reading
includes a wide variety of texts, genres, and
ideas beyond what she had previously
experienced, helping her see reading as an
activity she could do and as one that she
might enjoy.
Feedback and support. According to Anna,
Mr. Larson also taught her that she could
“read anything” through the feedback he
offered. In their class discussions and
individual consultations, he provided useful
feedback and challenged Anna to practice
successful reading habits within a supportive
environment. Although Mr. Larson didn’t pile
on praise and affirmations, his words pushed
Anna to improve her skills. For example, he
asked her to read books she considered hard
and to practice skills she didn’t possess.
Reading aloud was a skill Anna lacked, which
had caused her embarrassment in the past.
Thus she hated reading aloud and avoided
doing it whenever possible. However, in Mr.
Larson’s reading class everyone was required
to practice reading aloud, so even though
Anna felt nervous and didn’t want to be
mocked, she accepted the challenge.
Ultimately she felt taking this risk paid off
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because she learned skills that improved her
reading ability and confidence reading in
front of a group.
Mr. Larson’s feedback at these moments
challenged her to become better. Anna went
on to explain, “He made me feel smart—
because [his feedback] was never like bad
things.” The comments he offered helped her
“feel smart” as she worked through her
challenges and allowed her to act as an agent
in her own learning. But more than that, these
comments helped Anna see her own growth.
Anna contrasted the feedback she received
from Mr. Larson with feedback she received
from the student teacher working in the class.
Her dislike for the student teacher’s feedback
approach appeared evident in the few
interactions with him that she cited. For
example, once the student teacher told her
she didn’t write the letter M properly as an
upper and lower case letter, embarrassing
her in front of the class. In another instance
she quoted a phrase he used to give
directions in class—“You can and you will do
this”—as off putting. Rather than using
authoritative language and pointing out her
struggles, Mr. Larson positioned Anna as an
agent in her own growth, helping her
reconstruct her reader identity.
Language and identity. The teacher’s
language can contribute to reader growth.
Teachers play a role in constructing reader
identities, extending meaning as well as
offering “possible worlds, positions, and
identities” (Johnston, 2004, p. 5). Dialogues
with Mr. Larson challenged Anna’s notions
about her potential, positioning her as
someone capable of learning, thus influencing
the way she constructed her reader identity.
Like students in other studies , Anna wanted
to be challenged but didn’t want to be
overwhelmed by tasks beyond her ability
(Margolis & McCabe, 2003).
Ultimately Anna wanted a teacher who would
push her to improve, not one who simply
criticized her without offering her guidance
as to how to improve. Knowing Anna,
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including her strengths, challenges and
vulnerabilities, helped Mr. Larson make a
difference in her reading development. As he
was posing challenges in an environment
where she felt supported and capable, she
worked towards new goals and improved. In
short, his language reflected his belief in
Anna’s potential to succeed, which helped
Anna develop that belief in herself as well.
Identity and Engagement with Literature
Anna’s comments also considered the
influence of the issues, themes, and topics she
read about on her growth as a reader.
Reading and discussing books that explore
issues of identity provides students with
opportunities to think about and wrestle with
topics of interest to them.
Racial issues. The books Anna encountered
in her reading class provided her with
opportunities to engage with issues relevant
to her life. The books Anna read appealed to
her interests and invited her to dialogue with
questions concerning her identity. For
example, while many bi-racial teenagers
experience racism, Anna felt interrogated
about her race on a daily basis. Part of this
occurred because Anna’s caramel skin, large
almond-shaped eyes, and long flowing hair
made guessing her race difficult. Thus she
often found herself correcting people’s
assumptions about whether or not she was
Latina, Indian, Native American, African
American or mixed race. Her frequent
allusions to these episodes throughout our
interviews affirmed the preoccupation with
race and identity that filled her thoughts.
But the books Anna read in literacy class
offered her ways to think about these issues
and consider solutions to dilemmas she faced.
Although she hated comics and didn’t want to
read the graphic novel American Born Chinese
(Yang, 2006), one of the first books assigned
for class, she immediately connected with the
main character. The book begins as three
seemingly disconnected stories which are
interwoven into a plot that brings them
together. For Anna, the stories resonated with
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her experiences, and she enjoyed the book
because she related to the struggles with
prejudice and judgment. Anna explained,
My whole life pretty much . . . I’ve been
judged. Like I’ve been told by preachers
that I was a mistake and I shouldn’t really
have been born because I’m—well—
biracial, or mixed. . . . I’ve been told a
whole bunch of things. I’ve been told I’m
Hispanic, and they’ll be like, “Hey, go over
the border” . . . I get stuff like that all the
time. And you know, this book . . . it’s
about this Chinese person who was from
China, but he like moved to America with
his Chinese culture . . . he moved to a new
school outside Chinatown that was filled
with people who were like . . . “don’t eat
my cats.” They’d be like saying that to the
kid . . . and it seemed really hard for him.
Reading about racism experienced by this
Chinese American teenager helped Anna
consider her own experiences. Although the
character was not female or mixed race,
others constantly made assumptions about
him based on stereotypical understandings
about his culture. Reading this text didn’t
change Anna’s own experiences, but
transacting with the story and characters
helped her view her own position from a new
perspective. In this way, Anna found her story
in the Chinese student’s story.
Misunderstanding. Anna made similar
connections when she read Speak (Anderson,
1999) for class. In this book Melinda, a silent
14-year-old freshman, finds herself
ostracized on her first day of high school
because she had called the police to break up
a house party the summer before. However,
her classmates don’t realize Melinda called
the police only after being raped at the party
by one of the most popular boys in school.
Anna’s explanation as to why she identified
with Melinda suggested Anna spent
significant time considering the issues in this
book. She told me she really connected with
the main character because “When [the
students] didn’t even know [Melinda’s] story,
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they were judging her because she called the
police. You should ask someone before you
start picking on them.” Anna drew
connections to her life, explaining the book
resonated with her because it spoke to “How
life was for me growing up. Judged. Made fun
of because of who I am,” by people who didn’t
know her. For Anna, this book helped her
make sense of her own experiences, although
she had not been a victim of rape, nor was she
White or middle class as Melinda was. Anna
knew what it felt like to be judged at church,
in school, or by strangers, particularly in
relation to her reading ability, race, and
religion.

experiencing the classroom as including
space for the details of their existence, rather
than blurring their individual faces into a
vague generalized identity of ‘student’” (p.
21). These details include issues such as race,
class, gender, and socioeconomic differences.
Integrating opportunities to foster reader
identities can help students make sense of
content and engage in the reading experience.
Books that interrogate issues of identity
provide a forum for students to explore these
issues.

Rosenblatt (1995) alluded to making this
kind of connection and meaning through texts
when she wrote, “The desire for selfunderstanding and for knowledge about
people provides an important avenue into
literature” (p. 52). The ways others implicitly
and explicitly defined Anna influenced her
identity. But Speak allowed Anna to project
herself into a character’s experiences, to see
how she dealt with similar challenges,
ultimately enlarging Anna’s capacity to
understand her own situation. In a sense, this
story ultimately allowed her to re-examine
her own situation and future responses to the
assumptions of others.

Anna consistently made distinctions between
her abilities before and after the reading
class, demonstrating the differences in how
she perceived herself as a reader. In the
comment quoted at the beginning of this
article, she included the simple but deeply
significant words “I feel like, smarter.” In this
statement Anna listed skills, such as listening
to words and sounding them out, as strategies
good readers use to make sense of texts.
Although Anna had known about these
strategies, before the class, she hadn’t
typically applied them. She had refused to
slow down, sound out words, or engage in
other practices that might make her look
stupid in front of her peers.

The content presented in literature lends
itself to identity exploration and
development, making language arts and
reading courses ripe with opportunity for
discussions about students’ transactions with
texts, including their own experiences, belief
systems, and cultures (Broughton &
Fairbanks, 2003). Therefore, in addition to
helping students learn literacy strategies,
teachers can draw on content to help
students develop positive reader identities.
As a result, teachers must continue to
advocate for the inclusion of texts that are
interesting to students and relevant to their
lives.
Speaking specifically about identity, Bomer
(2011) stated, “Our teaching can be most
powerful if it is undertaken with students
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Identity with Direct Instruction and a Safe
Environment

A safe place. Explaining the reasons for her
fears, Anna recounted her experience reading
Bible verses at her church: “I used to have to
read in church, and I was so slow and
everyone would just be like ‘Oh gosh, she’s
going to read again.’” This response and
similar responses by her school classmates to
her reading in class had caused her to
withdraw from the very opportunities
designed to help her improve. In short, her
desire to blend in with her classmates or
avoid derision trumped her desire to read.
But skills like these and others, such as
questioning the text, checking for
comprehension, and re-reading, were among
the strategies that Anna’s teacher reinforced
and taught in mini-lessons and reading
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exercises. In her reading class everyone had
to practice reading. Practice included
participating in the discussions and minilessons, as well as taking turns reading aloud.
Although Anna wasn’t excited about reading
in front of her peers, she soon realized that
everyone in the class needed practice too,
which ultimately made it a safe place for all of
them to engage in learning, rather than
merely in trying to “save face.”
Although she had formerly viewed
opportunities to read aloud as problematic,
successfully reading aloud ultimately helped
Anna see herself as a successful reader.
Recalling the earlier reaction of those at her
church to her reading aloud, she explained,
“Now I can read, so I’m like ‘Ha, ha, lady, I can
read now.’” Her newly honed skills allowed
her to challenge the church goers’ and others’
responses; her response comment reflected
her new understandings about herself as a
reader and the lack of fear she felt at reading
aloud.
A new perspective. Anna later stated,
I’m a good reader, but I’m not like the
best. I can’t read all those big words and
stuff . . . . I don’t care what people think
about me, but I used to. But now I’m just
like, “Whatever, I’m not going to change
for someone who thinks my hair’s not
right or I don’t read good.” I’m not going
to change. It’s not worth it.
Anna’s words indicated the shift in her
perspective: Her own desires to learn
trumped the judgments of others. She no
longer hid from these judgments, but took
risks to improve herself. Although she was
still encountering similar challenges, she
indicated a desire to do what would be best
for her, regardless of what others thought.
Anna’s response was not unlike a struggling
middle school reader described by Hall
(2009), whose “goal to influence the identity
her peers constructed for her created a
paralyzing situation” as she directed her
efforts towards blending in rather than
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towards developing her reading skills (p.
301). But in hindsight Anna saw that the
benefits of learning to read outweighed the
importance of blending in with her
classmates. In addition, because everyone in
the class had to read aloud, she submitted to a
requirement that ultimately improved her
reading ability. Having space where it is safe
to make mistakes, where improvement is part
of the growth process, drastically influences
readers’ willingness to take risks so they can
learn and improve.
Anna summarized her own growth as a
reader: “Before this class I hated [reading],”
she explained, “and now I really like it. [This
class] changed me.” Although Anna wasn’t
initially motivated to read and didn’t view
herself as a strong reader, with a supportive
teacher and the encouraging context of the
reading class she willingly consumed texts
that allowed her to explore issues associated
with racial identity. These and other
successful reading experiences challenged
her previous beliefs about herself as an
individual and as a reader. As a result, her
reading ability improved simultaneously as
her reader identity transformed.
Final Thoughts on Anna’s Experience
Although a variety of interventions and
approaches exist to support and remediate
struggling readers, reading courses that
provide students with time to read with
positive teacher support and access to high
interest literature that explores issues of
significance to the readers, as well as direct
instruction in reading strategies in a safe
environment help improve students’ reading
abilities and reader identities. Although each
student’s experiences will be different, texts
and dialogues that help students connect
literacy practices to their lives in meaningful
and substantive ways lead students to longterm academic success and help them
develop positive reader identities. For this
reason approaches that value the experiences
students bring to the classroom and to texts
cannot be ignored.
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Peter Johnston (2004) explained, “Children in
our classrooms are becoming literate. They
are not simply learning the skills of literacy.
They are developing personal and social
identities—uniqueness and affiliations that
define the people they see themselves
becoming” (p. 22). In this time of increasing
standardization, deep tensions develop as
stakeholders seek to raise test scores,
improve student learning, and produce
literate citizens. However, issues of scores
and achievement will improve as students
engage with texts and participate in literacy
practices in meaningful ways. For this to
happen, policies and practices must
acknowledge connections between skills and
identity. Allowing teachers to incorporate the
texts of student lives and identities with
books that speak to these issues will help
achieve these goals.
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The Core, Literacy, and the Arts:
Integrating for Empowerment
and Success
Rachel Wadham
Abstract
Many educators fear that implementation of
the common core will remove forms of
effective pedagogy and subject content
including the arts from their classrooms. By
examining the nature, language, and
implications of CCSS standards, the author
demonstrates how relationships and
intersections of the standards enable
teachers to integrate the arts with literacy
standards in meaningful cross-disciplinary
classroom experiences.
Education reform in the last decade has
stretched and manipulated the organizations
of education in a wide range of directions.
Often these directions seem ill fitted for much
of the accepted knowledge and practice
embraced by education professionals for
centuries. The stress from the pressure for
reform increases exponentially. For many the
implementation of the Common Core State
Standards is just another one of these forced
educational reforms that will continue to
mandate a focus on standardized tests
representing achievement in a narrow range
of subjects.
This focus has resulted in many educators
teaching to the test and removing subjects
Vol 19 No 1 Fall 2016

like art and physical education in order to
spend time on what we’re being told matters.
It is clear that many education professionals
hold this view of the Core (Wexler, 2014).
But what if this view gives us an
understanding of the Core that is limited?
What if the Core can actually empower
teachers to embrace the knowledge and
practices they know work? What if the Core
will help us restructure education to make
disciplines like the arts foundational to
education again? Let’s take a look at these
what ifs to see how the Core, literacy, and the
arts can come together to make the landscape
of education the most empowering and open
it has been in decades.

Essential Principles
The first step in understanding how the Core
can be foundational to both literacy and the
arts is to understand some if its basic
philosophical underpinnings. While there
may be those who disagree with these
premises (Wexler, 2014), others clearly
contend that these principles are important
parts of the Core (Franco & Unrath, 2014).
But no matter what stance is taken, it seems
clear that there are some foundational
principles we must accept if we contend that
there are implementations of the Core that
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can combine literacy and the arts into a
powerful whole.
A set of standards. First, is it important to
clearly understand that the intent of the Core
is to articulate a set of standards and nothing
more. At its most basic, a standard is a
statement or rule that helps us ensure quality.
The implication is that if we apply the
standard, a certain level of quality will be met.
There have been and always will be standards
for manufacturing, business, government, and
even education. No matter what their realm,
standards are intended to provide a
foundational level of quality. This all holds
true for the Common Core. As stated in the
Core documentation, these standards are
designed to provide a clear statement of what
students are expected to learn in grades K-12
in regards to reading, writing, speaking,
listening, and mathematics.
A basic understanding of what a standard is
and is not is very important, since it is this
understanding that helps us clearly delineate
the role of the standards in the classroom.
The Core is not by definition or application a
curriculum or pedagogy. The Core outlines
only the outcomes of performance, meaning
the standards describe “what a student
should know and be able to do” (e.g., make
inferences from a text) (CSS, 2010, §2.1).
They do not describe how teachers should
reach this goal (curriculum), how it should be
taught, or what tools should be used
(pedagogy). We should consider the
standards as the foundation upon which
individual schools and districts will build
their own quality learning environments. A
core standard provides only the base. It is up
to individual professionals to build on these
underpinnings with their own chosen
building blocks.
The building blocks professionals will
individually design and choose from include
assessments, curriculum, tools, textbooks,
texts, pedagogy, methods, and interventions.
The implications of this reality are twofold.
First, because the Core does not dictate
beyond standards, every implementation of a
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standard has the potential to look very
different. And second, it is up to individual
schools and districts to develop what that
implementation looks like. The focus in the
Core on standards alone puts a lot of
responsibility on teachers to use their own
authority to express and develop the Core in
their own classrooms. In fact, the Core puts a
premium on teacher autonomy, frequently
acknowledging that a “great deal is left to the
discretion of teachers and curriculum
developers” (CCSS, 2010, § Key Design
Consideration, ¶8).
So in implementing the Core with a literacy
and arts connected focus, the first important
thing to understand is that the Core’s
foundation provides a very solid footing that
allows for the curriculum, pedagogy, and
methods we use to be tied to the researchbased practices that show how powerful the
arts can be (Caughlan, 2008; Longley, 1999).
In advocating for the Core, it is essential for
teachers to embrace the autonomy the Core
gives them by advocating for the broadest
possible interpretation of how we can teach
the Core. In this advocacy it is certainly
possible to show that the Core’s
interpretation of literacy is inexorably linked
to the arts.
Integrated literacy. A second principle that
must be understood is that as the Core
articulates its standards for the English
language arts, it advocates for an integrated
model of literacy. For decades the focus of
curriculum in schools has been to separate
content areas into distinct and separate
spheres. While it is clear that disciplines and
content areas do have important differences,
the reality is that they also have
commonalties. Among the most basic of these
commonalties are the aspects of literacy. For
no matter the focus (e.g., social studies or
science) all disciplines are going to ask that
students possess the important skills of
reading, writing, thinking, speaking, and
listening.
It is very clear that from the Core perspective
the building of literacy skills is a shared
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endeavor including all content areas. “The
Standards insist that instruction in reading,
writing, speaking, listening, and language be a
shared responsibility within the school. The
K-5 standards include expectations for
reading, writing, speaking, listening, and
language applicable to a range of subjects,
including but not limited to ELA [English
Language Arts]” (CCSS, 2010, §Key Design
Consideration,¶6 ). No longer is literacy
exclusive to language arts. These skills are
intended to be threaded throughout every
content area. The focus on integrated literacy
helps us to see a much broader scope to the
development of literacy skills. With this
understanding it is critical that teachers
believe that literacy cannot be taught without
other subjects and that all other subjects
include opportunities to promote literacy.

The Core switches our focus from teaching
students discrete information through lower
order skills like memorization, recall,
matching, labeling, and reproducing to
allowing us to find ways to essentially teach
students how to learn. In this technologically
driven information age, knowing facts and
figures is of little value because they will go
out of date. However if students have the
abilities that will allow them to be lifelong
engaged learners by using higher order
thinking skills, they will be able to learn and
adapt no matter how the future changes. The
focus on higher order skills is beneficial not
only because these skills match to the needs
of the modern age, but also because the focus
allows us to connect skills across disciplines
including the arts. For as Smith (2014, p. 12)
noted,

There is little doubt that this truth also
applies to the arts. For as Franco and Unrath
(2014, p. 29) have noted, “The CCSS-ELA,
which emphasize integrated literacy . . . have
provided visual art education with a carpe
diem moment: the opportunity to
demonstrate that the capacities upheld by the
CCSS-ELA are authentically invited by the
unique content of art and can be richly
developed through comprehensive, highquality art education programs.”

Critical thinking and cross-curricular
learning, components of the CCSS, are
already elements of the National
Standards of Music Education. Aspects of
ELA Common Core instruction can be
addressed in, and can support, general
music programs without stealing
attention from performance goals, such as
singing, performing on instruments, or
moving to music. Incorporating these
elements into music instruction can make
students better musicians.

Skill development. It is important to
understand that the focus of the Core is on
skill development. Throughout the Core
emphasis is placed on teaching and assessing
skills instead of individual concepts or facts.
In particular the Core for English Language
Arts focuses on students’ ability to develop
analytical or higher-order thinking skills,
which include focusing on the ability to solve
problems and think critically. Scholars and
educators such as Tony Wagner (2008)
clearly show that these are the skills that
employers desire. It is the skills of critical
thinking, collaboration, adaptability,
initiative, communication, information
literacy, and imagination that the Core
emphasizes to provide schooling that will
make students college and career ready.
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The Core as a set of standards that advocate
for integrated literacy and skill instruction
serve as a perfect foundation for teachers to
build into their teaching a wide range of
approaches and applications, including those
connected to the arts. Building on these
foundational principles is the beginning of
integrating literacy and the arts. But to extend
understanding beyond the foundation, let’s
break down how an implementation of the
Core standards connecting literacy solidly to
the arts could be accomplished.

Unpacking the Standards
The first step in connecting the Core to the
arts is to fully unpack the standards to find
connections that can be easily made. The
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process of unpacking standards requires us to
read them very closely and to identify
intersections between standards so that we
can establish connections between the
disciplines. It is at these intersections that
curriculum and pedagogy can be applied to
create a truly integrated curricular vision. In
the Core standards are two very clear
intersections of literacy and the arts: (a)
explicitly stated connections and (b) implicit
skill connections.
Explicit connections. Very few people look at
the Core and see the arts explicitly noted;
however a closer reading may offer a
different perspective. In reading the Core we
find words like drama, visual, dramatic,
illustrator, pictures, illustrations, images, oral,
hearing, audio, multimedia, and video clearly
stated. An explicit statement of these terms
seems to offer an explicit connection to the
major art forms. We can clearly see dramatic
arts in drama, visual, and dramatic. The visual
arts are easily connected to the words
illustrator, pictures, illustrations, and images.
Music is indicated by the words oral, hearing,
and audio. Among the words connected with
the media arts are multimedia, and video. It
seems that the only art form that is not
clearly articulated through this language is
dance; however we might say that words like
visual and dramatic apply as effectively to
dance as to drama. So all the major art forms
can be found explicitly connected to the
language of the Core standards.
While it may not have been the Core
developers’ intent to include the arts as part
of the standards, it is hard to argue that they
are not there. This is true because the Core’s
focus on text is very broad: Text includes a
wide range of communication forms. A text is
something beyond just print on paper: In
actuality a text can be anything that portrays
information. Because of this broad focus it is
equally possible that a painting, a musical
composition, or a dramatic performance
could constitute a text as much as a book
does. The Core is clear in indicating that
information can come in many forms and that
it is critical for students to apply essential
Vol 19 No 1 Fall 2016

literacy skills to any and all of them. So it
seems clear that the argument can be made
that when we are determining a creator’s
point of view using an oil painting by an old
master or addressing the allusions to
mythology in piece of classical music, we are
applying the Core in appropriate ways.
Implicit connections. The second approach
to finding the arts in the Core standards is to
look at the implicit skill connections between
the literacy skills outlined and those
necessary to engage with the arts. Here again
the language of the Core shows us a solid
direction. Assessing the verbs with which the
standards indicate the skills needed by
students shows that the language of the
English Language Arts Standards and the
wording of the National Core Arts Standards
(State Education Agency, 2014) express the
need for many similar skills. For example the
Core’s anchor standards for reading include
verbs like analyze, develop, interpret, relate,
covey, and evaluate. These verbs also appear
in the Core arts standards, making these skills
common to standards on both lists.
If you expand this analysis further into the
standards for writing, speaking and listening,
it is clear that other skills related to creating,
presenting, producing, and responding are
central to both sets of standards. In their
study The College Board (2014) articulated
their understanding that these strong
connections among skills sets are apparent in
both sets of standards. For example, they
found that the focus on creating expressed in
the National Core Arts Standards was aligned
to 26 of 30 comparisons made to the Core’s
writing standards. Additionally the creativity
standards aligned positivity to eight of the ten
Anchor Standards for Reading. This study
also found that the process-oriented
approach in the mathematics standards was a
“powerful unifier”—that both of these
groupings of standards emphasized “planning
for one’s work, analyzing the task or idea at
hand, considering the role of context as it
relates to a particular problem or idea, and
consider[ing] tools and resources that will aid
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in solving a problem” (The College Board,
2014, p. 11). These clear skill connections
are convincing evidence that the standards
for literacy and those for the arts are very
strongly connected.

Applying the Standards
The explicitly stated arts and implicitly
existing skill connections reveal clear
intersections between literacy and the arts.
These intersections indicate places where
integrated curricular opportunities can be
found. For creatively engaged teachers,
unpacking the standards in this way will
reveal ingenious opportunities for integrating
literacy and the arts. But even for the most
creatively engaged, the arts can sometimes be
daunting, since we often see a significant lack
of artistic talent in ourselves.
Comfortable starting places. It’s important
to note that these perceived deficits are often
societal constructs, not true realties, so it is
important for everyone to understand that
even if you don’t feel like you are talented at
art, music, drama, or dance does not mean
that you can’t successfully integrate it. An
important first step for many will be to get a
little more experience with an art form.
Professional development offered through
universities, museums or other cultural
intuitions is a practical place to start in any
part of the country. Many of these groups
not only offer instruction that can help you
learn how to create and engage with your
own art, but include classes on how to use
arts in the classroom. This kind of training is
important, providing opportunities to build
confidence with the arts in ways that will
make you stronger in your teaching.
However there are also ways to integrate arts
into literacy instruction even without this
kind of experience. One of the best ways to
start is with what you know. Most teachers
feel relatively confident with literature and
traditional forms of texts. This is an ideal way
to start building the arts into your literacy
curriculum because books offer us ways to
learn about the arts. Finding a quality
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biography of an artist and using this
informational text to compare how a section
relates to the whole is the easiest way to
bring arts themes into literacy instruction.
The next step might be to have students look
at the work of the artist they learned about in
the biography, then compare and contrast the
information that both texts give them about
who the artist is, eventually using both texts
to communicate knowledgably about the
artist. A further extending step would be to
have students create art in the style or form
of the artist to see how that experience helps
them understand how the artist used his or
her own form to relate knowledge and
personal experiences.
Each of these steps draws on significant parts
of both the literacy and arts standards:





Anchor Standard for Reading 5.
Analyze structure to determine
relationship of parts to whole.
Anchor Standard for Reading 7.
“Integrate and evaluate content
presented in diverse media and
formats” (n.p.).
National Arts Core Standard for
Connecting.

Developing activities in this way should be
quite familiar to most teachers, so it is natural
to start to build an arts focus by basing
instruction on forms of literature with which
they are already comfortable.
Nonfiction connections. Nonfiction, in
particular, is an easy and direct connection to
the arts since there are quite a lot of texts
available that address artists and artistic
processes. Additionally nonfiction is easily
connected to the Core with its enhanced focus
on informational sources through the Anchor
Standards for Reading: Informational Text.
Thus incorporating the arts through
nonfiction texts is an ideal way to begin
connecting arts and literacy. A rich scope of
informational texts focused on the arts is
available to teachers today; but to get
teachers started here are three favorites that
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are particularly effective for integrated
curriculum.
The Noisy Paint Box by Barb Rosenstock,
illustrated by Mary GrandPre (2014), is
highly recommended. This Caldecott winning
biography of Vasily Kandinsky is a
remarkable introduction to the modern artist.

This book could easily be integrated into
units on modern art. It’s also effective for
integrating science, since it focuses on the
possibility that Kandinsky had synesthesia,
which could be expanded with the use of
other texts like Phenomena: Secrets of the
Senses by Donna M. Jackson (2008).
My Country Tis of Thee: How One Song Reveals
the History of Civil Rights by Claire Rudolf
Murphy, illustrated by Bryan Collier (2014),
integrates history. This stunning book
follows the progression of a familiar song that
connects various civil rights events from
women’s rights to segregation. Not only does
this book have significant connections to
interpreting a selection of music, it also has
rich connections to social studies, along with
other texts like Can’t You Make them Behave,
King George? by Jean Fritz, illustrated by
Tomie dePaola (1977).
Ballet for Martha: Making Appalachian Spring
was written by Jan Greenberg and Sandra
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Jordan and illustrated by Brian Floca (2010).
This behind the scenes look at the creation of
a ballet has a strong focus on collaborative
aspects of art.
This focus has strong connections to the
National Arts Core standards as students
learn the complexities of refining and
completing an artistic work. It also has
strong connections to other biographies, like
Martha Graham: A Dancer’s Life, by Russell
Freedman (1998), which could easily extend
the application of the core standards into
comparing and contrasting texts.

Fictional texts. Though nonfiction is an
excellent genre for integrating standards, we
should consider other traditional texts as
well. For example, works of fiction can also
offer insights into the process of creating
works of art. Looking at how a fictional
character uses art to respond to a personal
challenge helps students begin to understand
how they can go about developing their own
artistic work. Additionally, this kind of focus
addresses Anchor Standard for Reading 3—
analyze interaction of individuals and ideas as
well as events—along with the National Arts
Core Standards for creating in fundamental
ways. Here are three fictional favorites that
are effective for integrated curriculum.
This is a Moose by Richard T. Morris,
illustrated by Tom Lichtenheld (2014), is
about a group trying to make a movie about a
Moose, but things don’t go quite the way they
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planned. There are some fascinating
connections to the processes of movie
making, but also an effective message that
readers should not define themselves in the
ways others define them, which extends this
book into social and emotional literacy skills
as well.

Instead of limiting us as educators, proper
use of the Core demonstrates that teachers
can and should be empowered to engage in
integrated literacy in ways that explicitly tie
to the arts. The vision offered seems to open
and empower the landscape of education by
allowing teachers to embrace a vision that
incorporates the arts as a fundamental part of
literacy development.
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Teaching Idea:
____________________________________________________

Using a Text Feature Walk to
Scaffold Close Reading
Michelle Kelley and Nicki Clausen-Grace
The Problem
Abstract
When they realized that their students were
not reading text features or using them to
predict and understand the content of
assigned trade books, the authors adapted
the “picture walk” technique for previewing
fiction into a text feature walk to preview
and enhance the reading of non-fiction
texts. A list of common text features and
their uses is included.

Reading texts and talking about them are
critical to close reading and thus to learning.
In 2004 Nicki, an intermediate teacher, and
Michelle, a university instructor, began our
collaborative work with metacognition,
engagement, and deeper comprehension. At
that time we made some assumptions about
our students as readers of informational text,
specifically their understanding of text
features. Most of these assumptions were
grounded in our belief that students skillfully
read and integrated information found in text
features. Thus we thought not only that they
could identify most text features, but that
they also understood the purpose of each (see
Table 1). More important, we believed that
they read and used these features to better
understand informational text. We were
wrong.
Vol 19 No 1 Fall 2016

As we sought to engage readers and improve
students’ metacognition, we realized that
many of our students ignored these features,
although their teachers had pointed them out
and discussed their importance in shared and
guided reading. The problem, we discovered,
was that the instruction the students had
received in text features was not explicit
enough for many of them. Typically the
guided practice phase had been shortened
and/or the students had not received the
needed feedback and monitoring to make
reading text features a habit. Application had
been presumed. We had thought, “They know
what a heading is, so surely they will read the
headings and predict what they will be
reading about.” Or we reasoned, “If there is a
cross-section, they will take the time to
examine it because it allows them to see
inside something they normally can’t see and
relate that to what they are reading about in
the text.”
Recognizing that students rarely noted text
features or thought about how they relate to
the main idea led us to develop and employ a
technique we called the text feature walk
(TFW). Think of a TFW as an amped up
picture walk with complex informational text.
This article explains what a TFW is and
describes how you can implement a TFW in
your own classroom.
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The Preview
For decades primary teachers have used
picture walks successfully to help students
activate prior knowledge, make predictions,
and set a purpose for reading. Examining
illustrations and talking about how they
might relate to the story has helped students
better anticipate the reading. The TFW works
similarly but with informational text.
Students preview the text either in small
groups or with the full class by reading the
text features and discussing how the
information might relate and/or contribute to
the main idea of the text. From headings and
bolded words to pictures and captions,
students bring in their background
knowledge, visualize, pose questions, and
summarize what is being shared in each text
feature. The goal is to help students deepen
their understanding by thinking about what
they are going to read before they read it.
Let’s look at a transcript snippet of a text
feature walk occurring with fourth graders.
The subject area is social studies, and the
students are reading about natives in Florida.
Nicki has already reviewed the purpose of a
TFW, along with her expectations. She has
grouped students heterogeneously, then
pronounced and briefly discussed challenging
content vocabulary.
Nicki: Now that you are in your groups I
want you to do a text feature walk
over pages 88-93. I know this is a lot
of text, but I also know that you have
some strong background knowledge
on this topic, the earliest Floridians. It
is going to take you 15 to 20 minutes
to do this, so do not rush through
your discussion. (Nicki roams from
group to group and coaches as
needed.)
Colin: It says “the earliest Floridians,” so I
think it is going to be about Indians
who first lived here.
Lori: I think so too based on what I
learned last year, and it has a picture
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of a spear on the next page. See on
the bottom (pointing).
Paula: There is also a huge drawing of an
early Native American right here
(pointing).
Lori: Yes, with pearls on, but that’s weird.
I think the spears are made out of
shells or maybe rocks.
Paula: I think they used the spears as
tools.
Colin: I think we are going to read how
they used the spears and the different
ways they used them.
Paula: The map up here will tell where
they are and where they traveled
because the heading says “Routes of
Early People.”
Lori: Yeah (pointing to and reading the
map). It does show where they
traveled.
Colin: Last year my teacher told us they
started in Alaska and moved down as
far as South America.
Lori: Really, I didn’t learn that.
Paula: It shows that on the map with the
arrows pointing that way.
Lori: (pointing to the map) I think they
stopped there because they hit water
and couldn’t go any further once they
got to South America.

Academic Discourse
From this brief transcript you easily
recognize a couple of important teaching
points. First, to have a successful TFW
students should have some experience talking
academically. This doesn’t come naturally to
most kids. You will need to model this kind of
discourse, pointing out examples and nonexamples. The most obvious requirement is
that students should be able to identify most
of the text features in the text they are
reading. We recommend that you survey the
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texts your students read and identify the
most prevalent features. Then you can focus
your direct instruction on these features prior
to launching into a TFW.
Extending students’ understanding of the
language of text features, you can establish a
common language in your classroom that
includes metacognitive strategy knowledge,
further facilitating students’ ability to use
academic language to engage successfully in a
TFW. Students should also understand the
purpose of most text features. This transcript
reveals that some of the students had
background knowledge on early Floridians. It
is best if some of your students have
background knowledge in the content of the
text to be read. And finally, students should
be able to effectively work in small
collaborative groups.

Preparation
Therefore, we recommend the following steps
before implementing TFWs:
1. Assess students’ knowledge of text
features: (a) Can they identify text
features, (b) do they know the
purpose of text features, and (c) can
they read text features for
comprehension, either informally or
formally?
2. Explicitly teach the text features
students do not know, particularly
those that are prevalent in the texts
you use.
3. Use a think-aloud approach to model
a TFW in a whole or small group,
having students join in the TFW by
sharing their thinking as you navigate
through text features.

5. Debrief on the TFW to emphasize the
goals and deepen comprehension.
For teachers who need an assessment tool
and/or lessons to assist in teaching text
features, we have written a professional
resource titled Teaching Text Features to
Support Comprehension, published by
Capstone, to help educators teach students to
read text features such as diagrams, bullets,
insets, and tables for a deeper comprehension
of informational text. This book features
classroom-tested mini-lessons, activities, and
assessment tools to help educators (a) teach
relevant Common Core State Standards and
grade-level expectations, (b) diagnose,
monitor, and meet student needs, and (c)
guide differentiated instruction through the
use of a convenient class profile. Also
included is a list of mentor texts for each text
feature, in addition to reproducibles and
assessment tools teachers may use online.
The text feature walk is just one technique to
help kids actively engage with the content in
the text for deeper comprehension. We have
found that once established, the TFW routine
helps students to better predict, connect,
question, and summarize what they are
learning. Because the small group
discussions are focused on and grounded in
the text, readers are less likely to be off topic
and more likely to understand what they
read. We invite you to try a text feature walk
with your students and to investigate our
teaching resource for more support.

Reference
Kelley, M., & Clausen-Grace, N. (2016).
Teaching text features to support
comprehension: A revised edition.
North Mankota, MN: Capstone.

4. Front load the pronunciation of
important vocabulary prior to having
students do a TFW, (as some students
have trouble decoding multisyllabic
content words even when they know
what the words mean).
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Teaching Ideas:
____________________________________________________

Entering the Teaching
Profession? Using What Works
for Effective Literary Instruction
Cindy Jones and Jennifer Throndsen


Oversight of USOE specialists for areas of
(a)prekindergarten, (b) kindergarten–
third grade literacy, (c) enhanced
kindergarten, (d) STAR tutoring, (e) social
studies, (f) world languages and dual
immersion, (g) secondary ELA, (h)college
& career readiness (including
international baccalaureate, advanced
placement, and concurrent enrollment),
and (i) gifted and talented education



Development of a K-3 educational
software initiative



Advancement of the professional learning
series



Supervision of reading and library media
endorsements



Coordination with the state legislature



Outreach to local education associations
(LEA) and schools



Communication with LEA literacy
directors

Abstract
A group of teacher candidates asked
Jennifer Throndsen, literacy and library
coordinator for USOE, a number of
questions regarding their needs and
expectations as new teachers. This article
reports some of the questions and
summarizes Dr. Throndsen’s responses.
Each year hundreds of elementary education
majors graduate from colleges of education
across the State of Utah and officially join the
teaching profession. Many begin their
careers working for Utah school districts. To
help navigate this transfer from preservice
teacher to practicing teacher, a group of
teacher candidates approached Jennifer
Throndsen, USOE preK-12 literacy and library
media coordinator, with a series of questions.
In this article, we share an overview of this
exchange and the ensuing advice, supporting
information, and additional resources offered
to help beginning teachers promote
elementary students’ literacy development.
In her position as preK-12 literacy and library
media coordinator, Ms. Throndsen currently
maintains a variety of responsibilities:
Vol 19 No 1 Fall 2016
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What do you think is the most effective
practice when teaching reading and
writing?
Current evidence indicates that explicit and
systematic cumulative reading and writing
instruction is essential for student learning.
The importance of explicit teaching of
phonemic awareness, phonics, oral reading
fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension has
been confirmed by several national panels
(August & Shanahan, 2006; NELP, 2008;
NICHD, 2000). Explicit instruction includes
the following elements: (a) stating clear and
concise objectives, (b) providing direct
explanation and demonstration of cognitive
strategies, (c) scaffolding students’
acquisition of skills, concepts, and strategies,
(d) implementing guided practice through a
gradual release of responsibility, (e)
monitoring independent application, and (f)
providing specific feedback (Chall 2002;
Pearson & Dole, 1987; Torgesen, 2004).
Using these elements of explicit instruction
when teaching reading has a positive
influence on student learning. In fact, explicit
instruction is one of the best tools available to
maximize students’ academic growth (Archer
& Hughes, 2011).
Systematic cumulative instruction requires
careful consideration of its scope and
sequence. Its goal is to maximize the
likelihood that children possess the
appropriate prior knowledge and
understandings to support efficient learning
of a new skill (Adams, 2001).
Systematic cumulative instruction teaches
complex skills in small manageable units of
learning and then sequences the learning
units from easy to difficult, while providing
scaffolding to control the level of difficulty
throughout the learning process (Murray,
Coleman, Vaughn, Wanzek, & Roberts, 2012).
When teachers carefully scaffold systematic
cumulative instruction, student learning is
further optimized (Dickson, Chard, &
Simmons, 1993).
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Reading and writing instruction that builds
on the principles of explicit and systematic
cumulative methods will help you to meet the
needs of children. There is clear evidence
that such instruction consistently produces
“greater effects than implicit or embedded
instruction in which students needed to infer
strategies or instruction in which skills were
left to natural development” (Coyne,
Kame'enui, & Simmons, 2001, p.66).
Incorporating these methods will help all
students reach a higher level of achievement
at a much faster pace (Loftus-Rattan, Mitchell,
& Coyne, 2016). It is not enough to simply ask
a student to read more; practice without high
quality instruction to build skills is
insufficient.

What are some current challenges with
teaching the English language arts
standards?
There have been some shifts in instruction
such as inclusion of more informational texts,
text-dependent questioning, and text-based
writing and responses. For example, the
Reading Anchor Standards 7-9 focus on
integration of knowledge and ideas through
evaluating content presented in texts and
other formats (NGA Center & CCSSO, 2010).
This requires an organized use of reading
skills and strategies to critically analyze
evidence and then draw conclusions about
the validity of authors’ reasoning and claims.
This has brought greater rigor to the literacy
skills we are teaching children.
Challenges are also evident in teaching the
writing standards. Writing is a complex skill
that requires considerable time, effort, and
instruction to master. It is essential for
children to receive clear and explicit
instruction about how to use writing
strategies and methods. Furthermore, there
is considerable evidence that writing about
content in science, social studies, and other
subject areas enhances how much students
learn (Bangert-Drowns, Hurley, & Wilkinson,
2004; Graham & Perin, 2007).
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Handwriting standards were added to the
Utah Core Standards in 2013. Handwriting is
a foundational skill that influences literacy
development. The Utah Core Handwriting
Standards build on the current evidence base
of effective literacy instruction to gradually
scaffold student acquisition of handwriting
skills (Jones & Hall, 2013). It is important for
you to be aware of these handwriting
standards and to address them in instruction.
(For more information, see The Utah Journal
of Literacy, fall 2013).
Ms. Throndsen and other personnel at the
Utah State Office of Education are working to
support teachers in meeting these challenges
as they teach the English language arts
standards.
They are currently working on a writing
project, which includes creating writing
prompts and text sets and collecting writing
samples. The prompts and text sets along
with the scored and annotated student
samples will be shared across Utah to support
teachers in understanding the expectations of
the K-6 Core Writing Standards.

Do you have any recommendations to
reduce the stresses of beginning
teachers?

understand the needs of beginning teachers,
Ms. Throndsen conducted an informal survey
of teachers at the end of their first year. In
response to the question “What would you do
differently?” every first-year teacher noted
the need to be more methodical and explicit
with setting up a classroom management
system. Ms. Throndsen noted, “This is the
reason people leave the field.” The time you
take at the beginning of the year setting up
routines and procedures will benefit you
throughout the year. The first four to six
weeks can be the most difficult time each year
because that is when you teach the
expectations for behavior. You must clearly
define and explain your expectations to your
students.
The next areas to work on are instructional
pacing and engagement structures. Use
techniques to get students engaged to
increase their learning. The way you engage
students will not come naturally—you have
to intentionally plan it. It may be tempting to
focus exclusively on lesson planning and
delivery, but a wonderful lesson without
classroom management and student
engagement is “teaching to the wall.” Don’t
hesitate to ask for help, because if you don’t
have classroom management, you won’t have
the rest.

Classroom management is the first building
block for success as a teacher. To better
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What kinds of lesson plans are
required of beginning teachers?
Some schools require lesson plans for every
day. Ms. Throndsen explained that she once
worked in a school that required every lesson
plan for every day to be submitted to the
principal at the beginning of the week.
Usually this won’t be the case. However, until
you become an experienced teacher, you will
need to plan at least some of your lessons in
full, extensive detail. As an elementary
teacher you will be teaching multiple lessons
each day. This makes it difficult to plan every
lesson in full detail, but you can do this with
some lessons. The skills you develop in
planning those lessons will transfer to other
lessons.
Lesson planning helps you to identify the
components required to teach the skill
successfully. Writing your lessons also helps
you to strengthen your teaching. As you plan
your lessons you can incorporate ways to
engage students. For example, if you are
teaching a fluency lesson, students could echo
read or whisper read. As you plan your lessons
take time to think about the predictable
failures— “What happens when . . .” Plan backup strategies or routines to address foreseeable
problems.
Lesson plans will also be required for the
teaching evaluations conducted by your
principal or instructional coach. You will be
observed several times throughout the year.
Some evaluations will be planned, announced
visits; others will be unannounced. The more
practice you have in lesson planning, the
better you will become. Work each day to
become better at lesson planning and
preparation.

How much work will I take home?
Elementary teaching includes a lot of
planning because you are responsible for all
subject areas. Ms. Throndsen’s advice is to
take home the work that is going to be
purposeful. For example, consider the
timeliness of feedback with assignments. If
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you will have to spend days providing
extended feedback on an assignment, by the
time you give that feedback to young children
it may no longer be meaningful to them.
Prioritize your time. Remember that time
spent planning instruction is more beneficial
that time spent cutting out laminated bulletin
boards.
Teaching is not a job that you can walk out of
the office and set aside. You will most likely
spend some time at home preparing for work.
This is a job that requires you to write plans
for the substitute teacher if you are not going
to be at school the following day. It takes skill
and practice to learn to balance the demands
of work with your personal life.
How lenient are district leaders in
allowing beginning teachers to implement
new instructional materials and practices?
Principals and district leaders will look for
three criteria: evidence or research base,
effect size, and data evidence. It is not
acceptable to just say “I found this on
Pinterest.” It is important to find sufficient
evidence. The effect size of an intervention
helps us evaluate “what works” vs. “what
works best.” For practices you are
incorporating in your classroom, gather data
to show the impact. Data are becoming
transparent in education. Your classroom
data will be shared with other teachers at
your grade level and possibly beyond your
grade level. You will have to own those data.
Ms. Throndsen explained that most districts
emphasize the importance of teaching the
standards. There may be times that you find
district-adopted programs are not sufficiently
robust in some areas. You will be expected to
identify program weaknesses and modify
instruction to address them. Over time
districts will receive your feedback and work
to address those areas on a district level.
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Is teaching a good career choice?



Teaching is absolutely a great job. Being able
to impact students on a daily basis is amazing.
It is also a little scary because your teaching
will influence children for years to come. Be
dedicated to the profession and to providing
quality instruction. Work to keep parents
informed about what is happening in your
classroom. You will develop relationships
with parents and children that last a lifetime.

What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) at
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/ is a
resource for informed educational
decision making. The WWC provides
guides, reports, and summaries about the
effectiveness of practices, programs, and
policies. Their goal is to inform educators
as they work toward improving education
for students.



The IRIS Center at
http://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/ has a
wide variety of resources on evidencebased practices and programs. They offer
instructional modules and research
summaries on topics such as behavior
management, content instruction, and
peer-assisted reading strategies.



RTI Action Network at
http://www.rtinetwork.org/ provides
resources for effective implementation of
response to intervention/multi-tier
systems of supports. The comprehensive
site offers guides, toolkits, videos, and
professional learning resources designed
to improve educational outcomes for all
students.



Florida Center for Reading Research at
http://fcrr.org/ explores and
disseminates information about researchbased practices of literacy instruction for
readers who develop typically and for
those who struggle, including effective
prevention and intervention along with
formative assessment.

Other advice?
Learn from each day. Some days are going to
feel like the best day ever; some days will be
difficult. Hopefully the best days will
outweigh the others. Stay current in the field;
continue to take classes and participate in
professional development. Observe other
teachers. In education you will never stop
learning. There is always something new;
this makes the teaching profession exciting.
Every year we learn more about what works
better for students.
Don’t be afraid to ask for advice and help.
Most of Utah’s elementary schools have
instructional coaches. Use them. Everyone
needs a coach. Even NBA players have
coaches. They are good basketball players,
but they still have coaches. Your instructional
coach can help you implement what works
well or offer suggestions to enhance your
instruction.

Concluding Notes

Additional Resources
There are numerous resources available to
help beginning teachers promote elementary
students’ literacy development. Here are four
that address the topics discussed in this
article.
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Teaching reading and writing requires
specialized knowledge about how students
acquire literacy skills, about methods of
effective instruction, and about a variety of
classroom management and engagement
techniques to address students’ diverse needs
(Foorman & Torgesen, 2001). Respected
teacher education specialist Linda DarlingHammond noted, “In teaching, your
effectiveness doesn’t depend on your own
efforts alone” (as qtd. by Scherer, 2012, p.
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22). We hope that this article encourages
other teacher candidates and beginning
teachers to ask questions, seek guidance, and
identify supports at the state and local levels
to help them succeed in the rewarding,
though sometimes challenging, field of
education.
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