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Ten Powerful Strategies to 
Practice Academic Language
Amy Frederick, Donald Bear, Karen Carpenter, Lori Helman, and Sarah Negrete

S
chools in the United States are becoming more 

and more diverse. Most elementary schools 

have English language learners at all grade 

levels, and students from non-English speaking 

backgrounds compose the fastest growing sub-set 

of the K–12 student population (Ryan, 2013). It is 

not uncommon to find numerous languages repre-

sented within a given school, as well as students 

from a variety of cultural groups, socio-economic 

levels, and background experiences relevant to aca-

demic learning. Teachers and educational leaders are 

eager to find strategies that help them transform their 

teaching practices to better serve all students in their 

schools from a range of cultural or economic back-

grounds.

For the large majority of students learning English, 

the primary context of instruction is in a general 

education monolingual English-speaking classroom. 

Therefore, teachers in these classrooms must gain 

proficiency at serving the needs of all students in 

their classrooms, including students who speak lan-

guages other than English and who come from back-

grounds very different from their own. However, 

most elementary teachers do not feel prepared to 

accomplish this goal. Largely, elementary teachers 

report feeling under-prepared in working with stu-

dents from linguistically-diverse backgrounds (De 

Jong & Harper, 2005), receive little coursework or 

guidance to understand the knowledge and experi-

ences of learners from their students (Samson & 

Collins, 2012), and believe they don’t adequately 

understand the cultural resources that their diverse 

students bring to the classroom (Futrell, Gomez & 

Bedden, 2003; Nieto, 2002). 

Understanding Academic Language

Simply defined, academic language is the lis-

tening, speaking, reading, and writing that students 

need to use for their schoolwork. Academic vocab-

ulary words are part of academic language, but 

not enough. Academic language also involves the 

syntax and discourse patterns of “school language,” 

including the ways students and teachers use spoken 

English in a variety of school settings. In fact, many 

native English speakers also benefit from attention 

to academic language due to its distinction from the 

everyday language they use and hear regularly out-

side of school. 

Abstract

Specific instructional strategies for developing and practicing academic language benefit both English 

learners and native English speakers in linguistically diverse classrooms. In this article the authors 

present ten content-based strategies to engage learners from varied backgrounds in activities that 

emphasize oral language development and peer support. Strategies incorporate techniques such 

as structured games, writing activities, finding cross-language connections, and storytelling. The 

authors present each instructional activity in the context of a classroom setting and include clear 

step-by-step guidelines for easy application.
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Academic language is becoming a frequently used 
term in school in part because of key shifts in 
the English Language Arts Common Core State 
Standards (CCSS; National Governors Association 
Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief State 
School Officers, 2010). The standards emphasize: 1) 
regular practice with complex texts and their aca-
demic language, 2) reading, writing, and speaking 
grounded in evidence from texts, and 3) building 
knowledge through content-rich nonfiction (see 
http://www.corestandards.org/other-resources/key-
shifts-in-english-language-arts/). Each of these 
shifts requires significant demands on students’ 
language and literacy abilities. Of the 32 English 
language arts standards in the CCSS, four of them 
overtly emphasize vocabulary, while many other 
standards in the areas of Listening and Speaking 
and Foundational Skills indirectly require substan-
tial practice with academic language (Fisher & Frey, 
2014). 

The language of school differs from everyday lan-
guage in its vocabulary, structures, and the dense 
concepts it conveys. Academic language is particu-
larly complex for students who are learning a lan-
guage and learning from a language simultaneously. 
Linguistically diverse students face the challenging 
task of acquiring everyday and academic language 
while also learning content, such as reading strat-
egies or genre characteristics, in an unfamiliar 
language. There is a growing body of scholarship 
documenting the importance of developing aca-
demic English proficiency so that students from all 
varieties of academic preparedness and linguistic 
background can access the content of academic 
texts and academic talk (Bailey, 2007; Crosson & 
Lesaux, 2008; Scarcella, 2003; Schleppegrell, 
2004). August and Shanahan (2006) reported that, 
“Specifically, English vocabulary knowledge, lis-
tening comprehension, syntactic skills, and the 
ability to handle metalinguistic aspects of language, 
such as providing definitions of words, are linked to 
English reading and writing proficiency” (p. 4). 

Developing Language in the 
Elementary Classroom 
The development of academic language benefits 
both English learners (ELs) and native English 

speakers. In planning instruction, teachers need to 
keep these three general principles in mind: 1) effec-
tive instructional practices benefit all learners, 2) 
EL students, and some native speakers, will likely 
need extra instructional support, and 3) using a 
child’s home language—even if other than English—
is beneficial for their conceptual development 
(Goldenberg, 2008). 

In general, best practices that have been shown 
to be effective in the classroom should be used 
with English learners (Goldenberg, 2008). For 
example, classrooms that name clear objectives for 
learning and have recognized classroom routines 
are beneficial for English learners and monolingual 
English speakers alike. However, students learning 
English as a new language require added support 
to be successful in the classroom. This includes, 
for example, visual supports and the use of mate-
rials that connect to their background experiences. 
Instructional supports might also include transla-
tions or a specific preview of content before a lesson 
conducted only in English (Goldenberg, 2008). Still, 
providing instructional support should not be con-
fused with creating or preparing separate, often 
less rigorous, lessons. Instead, these supports need 
to be embedded across the curriculum in ways that 
scaffold students’ understandings of complex con-
cepts (Carrier, 2005). Finally, though it has been a 
controversial issue for many years, recent research 
has shown that incorporating students’ home lan-
guage supports their efforts to learn a new language 
(August & Shanahan, 2006). The transfer from one 
language to another, however, is not automatic. 
Teachers need to be explicit about connecting the 
two languages and encourage the use of primary 
languages to access and connect to the English. 

Ten Powerful Classroom Strategies for 
Practicing Academic Language
Next, we share ten research-based approaches to 
incorporating language development into the reg-
ular curriculum. As teacher educators and pro-
fessional developers ourselves, we have used or 
observed these engaging and effective strategies in 
elementary and middle school classrooms across 
the United States. We have chosen these strate-
gies to demonstrate the incorporation of language 
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development in a range of activities, content areas, 
and grade levels. The strategies highlight four 
key ideas important to language development: 1) 
teaching academic language explicitly, 2) encour-
aging verbal interaction, 3) making connections 
between students’ home language and English, and 
4) scaffolding literacy learning. Each instructional 
strategy is situated within a figurative classroom 
context and an optimal grade range (primary, inter-
mediate, middle).

Strategies that Teach Academic 
Language Explicitly

1. Concept Sorts (primary, intermediate, middle)

Mr. Gromak used concept sorts as an inquiry-based 
approach to teaching geometrical figures. Instead of 
a traditional lecture approach, he had his students 
work collaboratively in small groups as they catego-
rized triangles in terms of their shared properties, 
features, and attributes. His fourth-grade students 
busily engaged in grouping objects and explaining 
their thinking. Mr. Gromak added new academic 
terminology to the students’ descriptions as they 
discussed the concepts in depth. 

Using academic language in mathematical discourse 
to discuss ideas and discoveries is critical for English 
learners’ success in mathematics (National Governors 
Association for Best Practices, Council of Chief State 
School Officers, 2010). Through sorting, students reach 
their own understandings of the concept(s), develop crit-
ical insights, and learn to express their discoveries using 
mathematical vocabulary. 

Concept sorts can be used across content areas and 
throughout the curriculum (Gillet & Kita, 1979; Bear, 
Invernizzi, Templeton, & Johnston, 2015). Students 
can classify landforms and bodies of waters in geog-
raphy; states of matter in science; or collect and 
sort examples of figurative language, in English. 
Students can sort objects, images, or word cards. 
(See http://www.readingrockets.org/strategies/ 
concept_sort for more ideas about concept sorting 
and watch a video of this strategy being used in an 
elementary classroom).

2.  Teaching Academic Language with Movement 
(primary, intermediate)

It’s time for Writers Workshop in her f ifth-grade 
classroom and Ms. Vue is mid-way through her unit 
on opinion writing. Using the Common Core State 
Standards to guide her lesson planning, Ms. Vue pre-
sented a whole class mini-lesson on how to use a variety 
of linking words, phrases, and clauses to connect reasons 
to claims. However, she has noticed that many of her 
students are still not using the desired language in their 
writing. It seems as if they need more experience with 
how academic vocabulary is used in a variety of texts in 
order to gain a deeper understanding of how to incorpo-
rate such language into their own writing.

Take Action!
 1. Group students in pairs or groups of 4.

 2. Pass out sets of 9–15 isosceles, equilateral, and scalene 
triangles (all different sizes and colors).

 3. Instruct students to sort the triangles anyway they 
choose and to have an explanation for their sort.

 4. Have students share sorts and explanations. 

 5. Pass out rulers to each pair or group.

 6. Instruct students to measure the sides of each triangle 
and record measurements for each of the sides. (You 
may want the triangles labeled so students can record 
the length of each side on a recording sheet.)

 7. Have students sort triangles by their measurements. 
Have students share sorts and explanations.

 8. At least one group/pair will have sorted the triangles 
as triangles with all equal sides (equilateral), triangles 
with two equal sides (isosceles), and triangles with no 
equal sides (scalene).   

 9. Discuss this discovery and introduce the vocabulary 
equilateral, isosceles, and scalene. 

 10. Have groups/pairs make and record predictions 
about the measurements of the angles based on the 
measurements of the sides.

 11. Have groups/pairs measure and record the size of each 
angle. 

 12. Discuss predictions, results, and insights about the 
relationship between the measurement of the sides and 
the angles to the type of triangle.   
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Elementary classrooms provide countless oppor-
tunities to focus on language. Adding movement 
to written or spoken text is an example of one 
engaging way to focus on how words are used in 
context. By adding gestures or actions to words or 
phrases, students pay close attention to how lan-
guage is used. In turn, kinesthetic movements may 
help students remember meanings of difficult words 
or concepts by creating a visual link to the written 
form. In this activity (Zwiers, 2007), students learn 
basic academic language that is important to under-
standing how to navigate texts-“mortar” words. 
Academic language can be thought of as both 
“brick” and “mortar” words (Dutro & Moran, 2003). 
“Brick” words are those that are specific to the 
content being taught and range from basic to highly 
specialized vocabulary, like government, giraffe, or 
metaphor. “Mortar” words and phrases, on the other 
hand, are the parts of the sentence that arrange 
the bricks to express an intended meaning. These 
important pieces of language are often overlooked 

instructionally, but students need to have a clear 

understanding of what these devices mean and how 

to use them. For example, if students understand 

that the phrase to begin with is likely to be followed 

by a series of points, they will comprehend the text 

better. And the more experience they have with 

these phrases in their reading and spoken language, 

the more they will show up in their writing.

Strategies that Encourage Verbal 
Interaction

3. Tell a Story to Get a Story (primary)

“Tell a story to get a story” is an activity to 

encourage verbal interaction through sharing per-

sonal narratives. This can be a whole class activity 

or an individual activity as informal as sharing sto-

ries while waiting in line for lunch. Personal narra-

tives can show teachers something about students’ 

Take Action!
 1. Create a chart with three columns: connecting text, 

action, and a drawing or photo to illustrate. You and 
your students will fill in the interactive chart as you 
collect more text devices throughout the year.

 2. Tell students that connecting text includes words or 
phrases that are used to help readers follow along 
easily and tie the ideas together (eg. “however,” “of 
course,” or “in addition”). 

 3. Display a text that uses some of these phrases. The 
text could be from a picture book, magazine article, or 
procedural writing. As you read together, emphasize 
text devices. Then ask students to identify and circle 
them.

 4. Talk about the meanings of the circled words. Together, 
create a motion that helps them remember the 
meaning. Add the word or phrase to the chart along 
with the action.

 5. Go back and do a shared reading of the text with the 
motions added in. This may take some practice!

 6. Continue to add new devices to the chart as students 
notice them throughout the year. Help them understand 
that some have similar meanings and can use the same 
action.

Figure 1: Sample Academic Language Chart

Connecting Text Action What it looks like

however 
but 
yet 

Right hand then 
left hand

and  
furthermore 
moreover 
in addition

Make a plus sign 
with fingers

therefore 
for this reason, 
thus 

Put hands 
together and 
circle

granted 
of course 
 

Both hands 
palms up

first 
to begin with 
on top of that 
then 
finally

Count on fingers



cultural and linguistic backgrounds as well as their 
language development (McCabe, 1996; McCabe & 
Bliss, 2003). Speech and EL teachers also use “tell a 
story” to assess students’ narrative development.

Model the activity for the children with a personal 
narrative following the directions in the Take Action 
box. The name of this activity captures the essence 
of this activity: If we want students to tell us a story, 
tell them a story first. After teacher modeling, stu-
dents tell a personal story about something that hap-
pened to them, real or even sometimes imagined. 

Ms. Randall used this process in first grade to under-
stand her children’s language development and to collect 
materials for a class book on teeth that included students’ 
pictures and one-sentence stories based on a story. Ms. 
Randall provided a coherent and substantial one sentence 
narrative that was later typed and included in a personal 
collection of familiar reading materials, their Personal 
Readers: My tooth came out because I played tug of war 
with a blanket and the tooth fairy came to pick it up. 
Collecting and analyzing students’ stories is a good way 
to learn about their language capabilities. For example, 
Ms. Randall gained insight into one child’s English pro-
ficiency when she observed her say, “I let my tooth out.”

Because the topic of the retelling is so familiar, 
and because students have probably told their sto-
ries several times previously, the verbal planning 

demands for reciting them are low. Therefore, the 
“tell a story” routine is a fine way to assess students’ 
oral language production in the areas of fluency and 
vocabulary. Compare the fluency of this activity 
with the demands of story retelling in which stu-
dents recall, plan, and organize a summary of a new 
narrative, a much more verbally taxing task. The 
“tell a story” personal narratives give a sense of chil-
dren’s language use at its best.

4.  Incorporating Partner Talk into Reading Lessons 
(primary, intermediate)

A whole-class reading lesson usually follows a by-now-
familiar format – it connects to what students know, 
teaches and models a concept, skill, or strategy, and then 
gives students a chance to practice. However, because of 
the short time frame (usually 15-20 minutes) reading les-
sons often lack the opportunity for students to interact 
verbally with the teacher or other students. Ms. Romero 
knows that except for the few who raise their hands to 
answer her questions, students spend most of their time 
listening rather than speaking. Yet, because tremendous 
amounts of learning occur as students construct their 
own knowledge through rich discussions (Cole, 2003; 
Nichols, 2006), she chose to add a partner talk protocol 
as one way to provide more chances for students to talk 
during reading lessons. 

Take Action!
 1. Explain that you are going to tell a story about 

something that happened to you and then maybe 
students would tell a story after you.

 2. Tell a two-sentence story about a not-too-serious 
accident that happened to you. Two-sentence story 
models include an insect sting, a broken arm, a cooking 
accident. (You may come in with a Band-Aid on a finger 
and say, “I was cutting some carrots to make some 
soup last night and I cut my finger. I put my finger 
under the water to help stop the bleeding, and then 
I put a Band-Aid on my finger.  And that’s why I am 
wearing a Band-Aid today.”

 3. Ask the student to tell you a story about something 
that happened to them.

 4. Nod, say “what else?”, or repeat their last sentences to 
encourage students to say more.

Take Action!
 1. Teach and practice routines that will make partner talk 

go smoothly. Some things to think about: eye contact, 
how to sit, what to do when your partner is absent, 
how to come back to the whole group, etc.

 2. Choose something meaty to talk about and put a sticky 
note in the text to mark where you will ask students to 
turn and talk.

 3. Model the language students will need to use with 
their partner. Provide sentence frames (e.g. “I wonder 
why_____.”) to scaffold for English learners.

 4. Allow students a short time to talk with their partner. 
Listen in on a few pairs as they share so that you can 
use their examples when you bring students back 
together. 

 5. Efficiently gather students back together. Either share 
what you heard from the groups or ask a few students 
to share their thinking, but don’t get carried away 
and allow the sharing to take too much time from the 
lesson or get off focus.

 WSRA Journal vol . 53 No . 2 (Spring 2016) 33
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English learners particularly stand to benefit from 
partner talk. It gives them a chance to listen to 
peer-produced spoken language as well as time 
for them to get their ideas together and practice 
their response in a safe, one-on-one setting before 
speaking in front of a whole class. It also may allow 
them to process complex ideas in their first lan-
guage with a peer before translating their message 
to English.

5. Who’s Telling the Truth? (intermediate, middle)

 Ms. Kathis prepared lessons for her students as she 
ref lected on their need for structured oral language 
opportunities. To integrate subjects and maximize her 
instructional time, she decided to play Who’s Telling the 
Truth? which provides peer support and encourages both 
speaking and listening skills. 

Because Who’s Telling the Truth? requires several 
retellings of a narrative story, the opportunity for 
students to hear many models of language boosts 
their confidence when it is their turn to speak. In 
addition, students get to practice their narrative and 
refine it in a small group before sharing it with the 
larger classroom audience. The opportunities are 
rich for improving language skills in an enjoyable 
and safe setting. While primarily a speaking and 
listening activity, it also provides a common anchor 
activity to refer to during Writers Workshop—
focusing on how organization, details, and language 
use impact the reader.

Strategies that Make Connections 
Between Students’ Home Languages 
and English

6. Quiz/Quiz/Trade (primary)

After introducing and examining long vowel patterns 
through word sorts and other word study activities, Ms. 
Matthews noticed her English learners continued to 
struggle with spelling long vowels. Realizing students’ 
understanding and working knowledge of the English 
writing system is a significant factor in their literacy 
development, she decided on an approach that helped stu-
dents reinforce their understandings. 

Mastery of the vowel patterns that represent long 

vowels in English are challenging for all students 

and even more of a challenge to English learners 

Take Action!
 1. Group students into triads.  Provide a couple minutes 

for students to think about a short experience each 
wishes to share. 

 2. Provide each person with two minutes to share his/
her story with the other group members. The time limit 
keeps the short stories from becoming memoirs. After 
each group has heard its members’ stories, the group 
selects only one story to share with the class. Each 
member of the triad will tell the SAME story to the 
class.

 3. After the story’s selection, give students time to 
practice and ask the story’s owner for any details.   
Ask the first triad to stand at the front of the 
classroom.  Each member of the group will tell the 
same story as if it happened to him/her.  Each student 
will surely embellish or change some details of the 
story—sometimes on purpose; sometimes on accident 
(increasing the fun).  Upon conclusion, the class 
decides: Who is Telling the Truth? After the votes are in, 
ask the owners to step forward.

 4. While students practice their speaking and listening 
skills during the activity, after the activity is your 
chance to ask student to consider the reasons why the 
students think one is telling the truth over the others. 
Is it the use of juicy details or their overuse?  Was it 
facial expression or body language?  Was it ease of 
presentation? You can also evaluate the strategies used 
by second language learners. That is, how do second 
language learners enhance their English with their 
knowledge of their native language? 

Some online video resources for 
using partner talk:

http://www .youtube .com/watch?v=9VCtE8N44nA& 
feature=related 

Read aloud with turn and talk to practice predictions

http://www .youtube .com/watch?v=H0aF02dl800& 
feature=related  

A first grade teacher introduces her students to partner 
talk activities and teaches them how to interact with 
their peers

http://www .youtube .com/watch?v=DIxbqNrlBUo  

Interactive modeling of how to talk with a partner from 
Responsive Classroom lesson or get off focus.



 WSRA Journal vol . 53 No . 2 (Spring 2016) 35

(Author, 2012). First, vowels represent more than 
one sound, and sounds are spelled in a variety of 
ways. Second, many of the vowel sounds found in 
English are not found in other languages (Helman, 
2004). Quiz/Quiz/Trade is an activity based on 
cooperative learning structures (Kagan, 1994) and 
is effective for reviewing long vowel sounds and 
spelling patterns. In this activity, students develop 
their spelling knowledge as they work with various 
partners. The partner’s role is seen as a peer-tutor: 
providing support, guidance, and recognition. 

This activity can be adapted to reinforce impor-
tant skills and content across the curriculum and 
requires students to use academic language as they 
engage in conversation to construct a response.

7. Looking for Cognates in Texts: Start with What 
They’ve Got (intermediate, middle)

In Ms. Sullivan’s classroom many students speak 
Spanish with their families at home. Although 
her students have not been formally instructed in 
Spanish, they know many words that have similar 
spellings and meanings across the two languages, 
or cognates. Nevertheless, students are not connecting 
their background knowledge to written words they are 
learning in English.

Students learn best when instruction builds on 
what they already know (McNamara & Kintsch, 
1996). Because English learners bring multilin-
gual resources to the classroom, their background 
knowledge can enhance their understanding of 
English words (Dressler, Carlo, Snow, August, & 
White, 2011). In this activity, students are given a 
piece of text to read and search for cognates.

Take Action!
 1. Provide each student with a card. On the front of the 

card will be a picture of the spelling word. On the back 
of the card will be these instructions: A) Name the 
picture; B) Name the vowel sound; C) Spell the vowel 
sound; and D) Spell the word. 

 2. Use the verbal cues “stand-up” and “hand-up” to have 
students begin walking around the room.

 3. Use the verbal cue “pair-up” to have students find a 
partner.

 4. Partner A will show Partner B the picture card and read 
the instructions on the back. If at any time a partner 
struggles or does not know the correct response, the 
other partner will provide the correct response(s).

 5. Partner B will show Partner A the picture card and read 
the instructions on the back.

 6. Partners A and B will shake hands, thank each other, 
and switch cards.

Take Action!
 1. Find 3-4 short pieces of text at your students’ reading 

level in a language that shares cognates with English. 
Informational text is more likely to have technical 
words that are frequently cognates. Make enough 
copies of the texts so that every 2 students can share a 
copy.

 2. Explain what a cognate is, and show students several 
examples (see Figure 2).

 3. Have students form partnerships and review the text 
to find words they think are cognates. Encourage 
discussion and questioning as they search. Potential 
cognates should be written on a sheet of paper to share 
with others.

 4. Share out potential cognates in a teacher-facilitated 
whole group discussion, or in small groups.

 5. Keep a list of cognates in different languages. 
Encourage students to add to the list as they read texts 
in English and find words that seem familiar to words 
they know in their home languages.

Figure 2: Simple Cognates Across Languages

English word Example cognates

baby bebé (Spanish, Portuguese) bébé (French), 
Baby (German, Catalán, Swedish)

dinosaur dinosaurio (Spanish), dinosauro (Italian), 
dinossauro (Portuguese), Dinosaurier 
(German)

flower flor (Spanish, Portuguese, Catalán),  
fleur (French), Floare (Romanian)

hospital hospital (Spanish, Portuguese, Catalán), 
hôpital (French), ospedale (Italian), 
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Languages that are derived from Latin share a great 
number of cognates, but because of increased glo-
balization many non-Latinate languages also share 
some cognates with English. Use your multilingual 
students as an ongoing resource for making cross-
language connections.

Strategies that Scaffold Literacy 
Learning

8. Re-reading for Fluency: Poetry Party (primary, 
intermediate)

 As Mr. Sanchez planned for a balanced literacy environ-
ment for his students, he realized they needed practice 
re-reading material to increase their fluency (Samuels, 
1997). He also realized that it was important for stu-
dents to want to read the material more than once. With 
this in mind, he decided to hold a weekly Poetry Party, 
centering on the principles of performance reading, 
similar to those in Martinez, Roser, and Strecker’s 
(1998) readers’ theatre instructional plan and others’ use 
of poetry in similar ways (Bear, Helman, Templeton, 
Invernizzi, & Johnston, 2005; Griffith & Rasinski, 2004; 
Rasinski, Padak, Linek, & Sturtevant, 1994). 

Students who need added support, such as English 
learners, benefit from rereading because they are 
given time to practice the same material multiple 
times and, with a teacher’s keen assistance, cement 

their developing vocabulary. Diverse classrooms 

provide the setting for all levels of students to be 

grouped in twos or threes to provide proper peer 

support. Initially Mr. Sanchez established the rou-

tine by using the same poem; thereafter, he tailored 

the reading to individual strengths, differentiating 

the poems each week. Of course, the students 

should have some choice in their poem, as well. 

The beauty of Poetry Party is that the procedures 

become routine, but the content of the readings 

change, keeping engagement high. 

9. Content Dictations to Access Complex Text 
(intermediate, middle)

In this activity, students in a small group dictate to the 
teacher a summary of a content text the teacher has just 
read to them. These content-based dictations help English 
learners to Access Complex Text (ACT) that is too dif-
ficult to read accurately and independently on their own. 
This activity helps students grow their vocabularies 
and is a way for them to hear and reread a summary of 
their content texts. This is an adaptation of the language 
experience approach and is a way for English learners 
to practice academic language patterns. Ms. Paige met 
with students and read them a section from their science 
texts. Students dictated a summary of what they heard 

Take Action!
 1. In preparation for the Poetry Party, the teacher reads a 

poem aloud, then chorally with the students.  Introduce 
any vocabulary words on this first day, too.  

 2. On day two, students practice their poems, using 
expression, for five to ten minutes.  Pairs or triads 
work well, with each student reading individually to 
the others.  Repeat the second day’s practice on days 
three and four or split the class into groups for a choral 
reading by stanza.  

 3. On the final day, provide a special performance place 
in the classroom for each student to read the poem (it 
is not memorized) to the class.  The performance will 
repeat throughout the weeks, with different audiences 
providing additional motivation.  For example, invite 
the principal one week, the parents the next.  Don’t 
forget to use other classrooms and staff as potential 
“new” audiences. 

Take Action!
 1. Gather two or three students for whom the text is at a 

frustration level. Explain to them that this activity is a 
way to study the text, and that you will read the text to 
them. They will dictate a brief summary one part at a 
time.

 2. Read a short selection from the text.  Often the text 
from one heading to another is too long.  Ask the 
students to stop “when their brains are full” to dictate 
a brief summary of what they heard.  

 3. Type as they dictate and shape the language for 
accuracy and structure as long as students can read the 
text with these edits. Sometimes we go back to the text 
to see if the information is accurate.

 4. Collect a dictation of several paragraphs over a few 
days. 

 5. Schedule a routine for the students to practice 
rereading the dictation over the coming 5-7 days, and 
continue to examine and use the vocabulary.
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including this sentence about sand sharks: “Sand sharks’ 
teeth are made to hold, not to tear. They hold on with 
their teeth, and their teeth are not jagged. If their teeth 
were jagged, the prey could get away. The teeth are cir-
cular like pegs. This keeps the prey inside.” 

Ms. Paige printed these summaries and posted them 
online in the science section of their class web 
page. The students in the group were instructed 
to reread their content dictations. After several 
rereadings, fluency improved, and the vocabulary 
was more familiar and easier to use (Helman, Bear, 
Templeton, Invernizzi, & Johnston, 2012).

10. Coach and Practice: Be a Personal Trainer to 
Your Students (primary, intermediate)

Ms. Garcia noted in her daily lessons that the majority of 
her students were not able to demonstrate a level of profi-
ciency on the language arts standards. For example, in a 
recent lesson on descriptive language and dialogue, third 
grader Jessica began: I LIKE WHEN I WENT AROUD 
COMO TOWN BECAUSE IT LOOKED BIG AND 
FUN. While Ms. Garcia knew that there were plenty of 
teaching points that could be addressed based on this 
writing sample, she also knew that a good coach watches 
you perform, shows you what a new behavior looks like 
first, and then provides an opportunity to practice with 
feedback. 

A coach helps novices to build stamina and extend 
their skills by taking on just the right amount of 

challenge. In a similar manner, students become 
strong readers and writers by exercising their lit-
eracy muscles on projects that step-by-step call 
on greater performance skills. Studies on effec-
tive teaching practices show that coaching stu-
dents as they engage with literacy tasks is a more 
powerful strategy than simply giving them an 
answer (Pressley, 2006; Taylor, Pearson, Peterson, & 
Rodriguez, 2003).

Figure 3 shows the writing frame that Ms. Garcia 
used to help Jessica fit her content into a basic 
grammatical structure that used the past tense and 
descriptive words. Jessica was able to bring her 
ideas into this new structure while at the same time 
practicing grade-level expectations in writing.

Conclusion
It is incumbent upon educators to emphasize strate-
gies in their classrooms that will engage all of their 
learners to increase academic language through 
wide reading and extensive opportunities for aca-
demic talk. Diverse classroom settings require it. 
Creating a learning environment that fosters chil-
dren’s language growth means that teachers must 
draw on principles of literacy development, as well 
as the knowledge base of effective practices, and 
use this information to guide instruction. In this 
article, we provided ten strategies with a variety of 
access points for students to do just that. Teachers 
can masterfully craft lessons that scaffold the 
learning of their students by engaging them in a rich 
variety of materials, challenges, and activities that 
will effectively promote each child’s learning and 
development. 

Take Action!
 1. Look for examples of the students’ practice, perhaps 

pieces of unedited writing, spelling inventories, or 
listening to them read a text.

 2. Using your knowledge of grade-level expectations, 
select a next step for the student, keeping in mind that 
reading and writing muscles grow a little at a time and 
we can’t coach on everything at once.

 3. Think of a way to demonstrate what you mean visually 
or in writing.

 4. Provide opportunities for student practice.

 5. Use positive feedback to reinforce students’ 
implementation of the new practice with phrases such 
as, “I see you using (the strategy or technique) here.”

Figure 3: Writing Frame

On my trip to the (forest) I saw ______ and 

_____.  What I liked most was _____.  It was 

so (dark) in the (forest) that my (Friend/family 

member) said, “_________________.”  I said, 

“____________________.”
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Literacy into Mathematics
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Background and Rationale for Problem 
Solving Circles
Problem Solving Circles (PSCs) came out of our 
desire to figure out what really works to help stu-
dents develop the ability to independently solve 
word problems in mathematics. We realized that 
even students who could do the mathematics behind 
the problem were simply stumped when it came to 
tackling a word problem. Often, they would give up 
after reading the problem, resigned to the fact that 
it was too difficult for them to attempt. Equally dis-
concerting was how much we, as teachers, guided 
them through the problems when the student would 
ask a question or claim to be stuck. Neither one 
of these practices allowed students to persevere 
through attempting a solution to word problems.

Additionally, we observed that in many class-
room settings, students do not get the opportunity 
to discuss and compare their thinking with one 
another, especially in a content-heavy course like 

mathematics. However, it is imperative that students 

are provided with frequent opportunities for pur-

poseful discussions to help synthesize information 

rather than passively receiving information from the 

teacher. This needs to be done frequently if we want 

students to engage in and take ownership of their 

learning (Daniels & Steineke, 2014). 

What we came up with to address both of these 

concerns was a process that promotes independent 

thinking, careful analysis of word problems, mathe-

matical discourse, and purposeful questioning of the 

reasoning of oneself and others. The use of this pro-

cess, which we came to call Problem Solving Circles 

(PSCs), changed the struggling learners in our Tier 2 

math classes from showing apathy and helplessness 

towards word problems to embracing the challenge 

of independently tackling word problems and care-

fully analyzing the solutions and mathematical rea-

soning of themselves and others. 

Abstract

Common Core English/Language Arts College and Career Readiness Anchor standards, as well as the 

Math Practice standards, require that students apply writing, speaking, and listening strategies and 

skills in math; therefore, it is imperative that teachers find ways to infuse literacy into the teaching 

and learning that happens in their classrooms. Problem Solving Circles (PSCs) is one method by 

which math teachers can utilize literacy skills within their discipline. This process is a blend of 

best practices in reading instruction, effective methods for encouraging productive discourse in the 

classroom, and best practices in mathematics instruction. In this article, readers will learn about 

Problem Solving Circles, a process through which teachers can guide their students to help them 

 effectively make sense of word problems, discuss their thinking with others, and prove their answers 

and methods. 
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Standards

At the core of PSCs are the standards to which 

teachers of mathematics adhere. While the tasks 

themselves are aligned to appropriate content stan-

dards at each grade, the processes and procedures 

in PSCs align to the Standards for Mathematical 

Practice (National Governors Association Center 

for Best Practices & Council of Chief State School 

Officers, 2010b) and Common Core State Standards 

Engl ish / Language A r ts Col lege and Career 

Readiness Anchor (CCSS ELA-Literacy CCRA) 

Standards (National Governors Association Center 

for Best Practices & Council of Chief State School 

Officers, 2010a). These math practice and literacy-

related standards serve as guidelines for the habits 

and practices that should be present in all math 

classes. 

PSCs clearly address many of the Standards for 

Mathematical Practice. One example is CCSS.

Math.Practice.MP1: Make sense of problems and 

persevere in solving them (National Governors 

Association Center for Best Practices & Council of 

Chief State School Officers, 2010b). Students need to 

slow down and read problems multiple times with a 

specific purpose each time. The thinking prompts in 

PSCs help students make observations, determine 

the known, unknown and confusing, connect to pre-

vious learning, and map out a solution pathway. The 

discourse sprinkled throughout PSCs gives students 

feedback from their peers, encourages them to keep 

thinking and rethinking and helps highlight previ-

ously unnoticed information. 

CCSS.Math.Practice.MP3, construct viable argu-

ments and critique the reasoning of others, is closely 

related (National Governors Association Center 

for Best Practices & Council of Chief State School 

Officers, 2010b). In PSCs, students write. They must 

explain their thinking clearly in writing and in their 

discussions with their peers. Students are also 

required to respond to each other and response 

prompts are provided. Because the teacher takes 

a facilitator role, students focus on evidence, use 

mathematical language and have respectful dis-

agreements in an attempt to understand each other’s 

thinking and strategies and find a solution to the 

task.

In addition to math content and practice standards, 

teachers of mathematics must also utilize literacy 

instructional practices to immerse their students 

in mathematical literacy. CCSS ELA-Literacy CCRA 

Standards exist to ensure that teachers understand 

the literacy skills that will help prepare students 

for college and the work force. These ELA-Literacy 

CCRA Standards should be applied in all content 

areas, including mathematics, because these lit-

eracy skills are applicable in a variety of profes-

sions. Students who participate in PSCs work 

towards proficiency in the reading, language, 

writing, and speaking/listening anchor standards. 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, one of the reading 

anchor standards, states that students need to read 

a text closely to comprehend and make inferences 

from it, as well as cite textual evidence from the 

text to support conclusions from the text (National 

Governors Association Center for Best Practices 

& Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010a). 

When discussing the tasks used in PSCs, students 

must understand the task, draw inferences and con-

clusions from the task, and explain their thinking 

through use of specific evidence from the text. 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.L.6, one of the language 

anchor standards, requires students to use domain-

specific vocabulary in reading and writing (National 

Governors Association Center for Best Practices 

& Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010a). 

In order to participate effectively in PSCs, stu-

dents have to use mathematic-specific vocabulary 

when describing their thinking about the problem, 

explaining their reasoning to peers, and writing out 

an explanation for how they solved the problem. 

Additionally, they have to recognize and interpret 

the meaning of the words in the task in a mathemat-

ical context, rather than a literary context. 

Although students do not write extended pieces as 

part of PSCs, they are still required to communicate 

in ways that help them to develop their writing abili-

ties. Two of the writing anchor standards, CCSS.

ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4 and CCSS.ELA-Literacy.

CCRA.W.9, require students to communicate their 

thinking clearly through their writing in a format 

that uses textual evidence and is appropriate 

for their task and audience (National Governors 
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Association Center for Best Practices & Council of 
Chief State School Officers, 2010a). Students have 
to write sentences to describe their mathematical 
thinking about the problem prior to discussion and 
solution, but they also have to write mathematically 
while solving in order to communicate their solu-
tions clearly to their peers.

PSCs allow for students to work towards attain-
ment of several of the anchor standards for speaking 
and listening, including CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.
SL.1 (participate in a variety of conversations with 
different peers), CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.SL.3 
(evaluate a speaker’s point of view and reasoning), 
and CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.SL.4 (present infor-
mation in a logical manner) (National Governors 
Association Center for Best Practices & Council 
of Chief State School Officers, 2010a). This occurs 
in the discussion portions of PSCs, while students 
share and evaluate their thinking on the problem 
and the solutions.

Problem Solving Circles
PSCs are about so much more than just the task 
chosen or even the discussions that ensue from 
it. The classroom environment, teacher prepara-
tion and anticipation of misconceptions, and the 
teacher’s ability to build the mindset of independent 
learning within a collaborative setting are crucial 
to the success of this process. Time spent creating 
curiosity or teaching students appropriate ways to 
respond to each other is an investment in the cre-
ation of mathematical thinkers and learners. 

Preparation

For students to engage effectively in PSCs, they 
need to feel safe to share ideas and make mistakes 
in front of their teacher and peers. One method we 
have used is Classroom Circles (Clifford, 2013). 
Students get the opportunity to speak and listen 
to one another on a daily basis about topics that 
are of interest to them. Additionally, we used sev-
eral of the lessons in the book Teaching the Social 

Skills of Academic Interaction (Daniels & Steineke, 
2014) to guide our students through the guidelines 
of effective partner and group work. Both of these 
tools helped to develop a sense of belonging and 
acceptance in the classroom, as well as fostering an 

attitude that “everyone works with everyone” in the 
classroom (Daniels & Steineke, 2014, p. 40). 

It is valuable for the teacher and students to co-
create a set of classroom norms to guide behavior 
during PSCs. Jim Knight (2013) states that “norms 
are the invisible forces that shape behavior within 
a culture” and recommends that teachers co-con-
struct norms with their students in order to “shape a 
learner-friendly culture” (p. 251). Appendix A shows 
one example of norms that we co-created with our 
students for PSCs. 

Determining and shaping students’ mindsets on 
their mathematical abilities is also a vital compo-
nent in preparing students to participate in PSCs. 
Students tend to believe that they are either “good” 
or “bad” at math; upper elementary and secondary 
students who are in tier 2 and 3 interventions are 
particularly prone to having a fixed mindset about 
their math ability. However, teaching these students 
about how their brains work and the importance 
of having a growth mindset has a direct influence 
on their effort and grades in school (Dweck, 2010, 
p. 26). We reinforce the concept and importance of 
having a growth mindset with our students who par-
ticipate in PSCs because this helps students to be 
open to the need to persevere through tough math 
concepts and problems. 

The task chosen for a PSC is extremely important. 
This task needs to be a low-floor, high-ceiling task. 
Rich task “features include the following: the extent 
to which the task lends itself to multiple solution 
strategies, the extent to which the task encour-
ages multiple representations, and the extent to 
which the task demands explanations from the stu-
dents” (Stein & Lane, 1996, p. 57). Students will be 
rereading the problem multiple times and manipu-
lating information from it for an extended period 
of time. If there is no room for experimentation in 
math or the task is not engaging enough to sustain 
multiple readings and discussions, students will lose 
interest and the opportunity to build that deep und-
estanding will be squandered.

To make PSCs more successful, begin with some-
thing that will pique a student’s curiosity. Perhaps 
a picture can illustrate the problem or a short video 
that provides some background knowledge on the 
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topic of the task can be used to kick off the task. 

Matthias Gruber, neuroscience researcher at the 

University of California, Davis, states, “Curiosity 

... may put the brain in a state that is more likely to 

retain new information, even if that information 

is not what got you curious in the first place” (as 

cited in Barclay, 2014, para. 7). Engaging students 

in a task-related discussion about a visual or other 

common experience prepares their minds to think 

critically about the task.

Process and Procedure

The primary goal of PSCs is to help students develop 

the problem solving and critical thinking skills nec-

essary to solve complex problems. However, an 

equally worthy goal is to help students develop their 

ability to effectively engage in mathematical dis-

course with their peers. Even though a significant 

portion of the process involves discussion about 

reasoning and the problem, the word problem is 

ultimately solved by each student independently; 

problems are not solved collaboratively, even though 

the discussions prior to and after solutions may alter 

(and hopefully improve) the reasoning of the stu-

dent and lead him/her in the right direction with the 

problem.

Appendices B and C are the two sides of the book-

mark we give students to guide them through the 

PSC process. This bookmark explains the pro-

cess for the PSCs, provides students with thinking 

prompts to use as they analyze and hypothesize 

about the problem, and lists some question stems 

to lead students through their discussions on their 

thinking and solutions. Each step is carefully mod-

eled and guided at first so that, eventually, the pro-

cess can be completed independently. Below are the 

steps and the reasoning behind each step.

Step 1: Read the problem. 

Doug Fisher and Nancy Frey (2014) recommend 

that, when implementing a close reading of a text, 

the initial reading should help students determine 

the literal meaning of a text through annotation of 

important words and phrases (p. 47). In PSCs, we 

want students to get a general overview of what the 

problem says and identify any words or phrases that 

might cause difficulties for them.

Step 2: Read the problem again.

When close reading a text, the second reading 
should be an analysis of the internal workings of 
the text: how it is structured, what other problems 
it might be like, and an analysis of words or phrases 
specifically chosen in the problem (Fisher and Frey, 
2014, p. 47). With this second reading, we want stu-
dents to really break apart the problem to determine 
what question is being asked and gather specific 
information from the problem, including important 
numbers, phrases, and units of measurement. With 
some problems, we encouraged students to rephrase 
the question into an answer statement where they 
would later fill-in-the-blank with the answer to the 
problem. 

Step 3: Record thinking based on question and 
specific information. 

Students have a difficult time understanding how 
and why to write in math class. During PSCs, we 
forced students to slow down and record their 
thinking about the problem before ever attempting 
to solve it. Goudvis and Harvey (2000) explain that 
“it is nearly impossible to make reading concrete,” 
which is why teachers use think-alouds to demon-
strate comprehension strategies for their students 
(p. 32). We altered this common reading instruction 
practice into a written format that allows students 
to show their thinking to each other and to their 
teachers. To help students record their thinking, 
we adapted common think-aloud prompts used in 
reading comprehension instruction to sentence 
starters that promote critical thinking about the 
problem’s meaning. The prompts we provide stu-
dents to encourage their thinking about the prob-
lems are listed on the bookmark (Appendix B), and 
the prompts are:

• I notice…

• One pattern I see is…

• I need to draw…

• I already knew…

• This reminds me of…

• I am confused by…

• A strategy I might use is… 
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• ______ in math means…

• My first step is…

• What I need to know is…

• It is important to remember…

• A question I have is…

Step 4: Share thinking. 

After thinking and writing about the problem indi-
vidually, but not yet solving the problem, students 
get the opportunity to share their thinking about the 
problem with a group of two to three peers. Daniels 
and Steineke (2014) state, “Students should only be 
working in groups if it will enhance the task and the 
learning” (p. 25), so the purpose of the discussion is 
to clarify the thinking of individual students while 
developing critical thinking skills through analysis 
of peers’ thinking. Students take turns sharing their 
thinking, comparing others’ thinking to their own, 
and questioning others’ reasoning in a respectful, 
constructive manner. To guide these discussions, we 
provide students with questioning prompts on their 
bookmarks (Appendix C). These prompts include:

• Why did you think that was important?

• How will you use that strategy?

• I saw something similar…

We also provide students with some initial struc-
tures to guide the format of discussions in order 
to scaffold students into having organic dialogues 
about their mathematical thinking. For instance, we 
may initially require students on either side of the 
sharer to ask a question about the thinking. These 
discussions allow for students to clarify their own 
thinking and engage in discourse involving math-
ematical concepts and terminology.

Step 5: Reread the problem. Choose a strategy 
for solving. 

Students combine their knowledge from their 
peer discussion and existing understanding of the 
problem when reading the problem for a third time. 
During this reread, students refocus their thinking 
about the problem and assign meaning to numbers 
and the problem as a whole. Essentially, they are 
drawing inferences and creating an understanding 

of the problem, which is an essential step in a close 

reading of any text (Fisher and Frey, 2014, p.54-55). 

Additionally, this reading helps students to come to 

a conclusion about what strategy or strategies they 

should try to solve the problem. 

Step 6. Solve the problem and record process. 

Once students have closely read the problem sev-

eral times, completed some in-depth thinking about 

the problem, and critiqued their and their peers’ 

thinking, they can engage in solving the problem. 

Students need to be reminded to carefully record 

their solution process in a transparent, logical way 

in order to share with peers. Solving of the problem 

must be done independently of peers and the teacher 

in order for students to actively and productively 

engage in discussions about the solution.

Step 7: Share strategy and solution. 

The final formal step of the PSC process is to pro-

vide students with the opportunity to share the 

strategies and solutions that resulted from their 

thinking, reading, and discussions about the 

problem. Students follow a similar format to the 

discussions about the thinking prompts; they need 

to share their own work, answer questions about 

their thinking, and analyze the reasoning of others. 

Additional prompts on the student bookmark 

(Appendix C) help to guide their discussions. These 

prompts include:

• I agree/disagree with _______’s thinking 

because…

• What makes you think that?

• How do you know that?

• How did you figure that out? 

• Can you explain that in another way?

• How does your visual support your thinking?

• _______________ (this part) really helped me 

understand your thinking.

• What if __________________?

• Is that what the problem was actually asking?

• However, it says in the problem ________.
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The purposes of the discussion are to clarify under-
standing of each student’s strategy and solution and 
to determine if the solution and strategies used all 
make mathematical sense. If necessary, students 
can be given the opportunity to revise their solu-
tions. However, this opportunity should be given 
prior to the teacher sharing any information about 
appropriate solutions or answers to the problem; 
any revisions to strategies or solutions should be 
done by students based on the critiques and analysis 
of the solutions by their peers. 

Teacher Role

PSCs require students to use a variety of skills and 
practices, from analytical thinking to disciplinary 
writing to active discussion techniques. Obviously, 
most students will be unequipped to fully partici-
pate in PSCs without explicit instruction in content, 
discussion strategies, and writing. Teachers play 
a vital role in scaffolding students to complete the 
complex tasks and initially challenging procedures 
of PSCs.

One of the primary goals of any teacher is to help 
students develop an in-depth understanding of the 
content which they teach. Math teachers must use 
quality instructional techniques to guide students 
to an in-depth understanding of mathematical con-
cepts and strategies. Some of these include, but are 
not limited to: identifying similarities and differ-
ences, use of nonlinguistic representations, summa-
rizing learning, and effective questioning techniques 
(Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock, 2001). 

Principles to Actions (National Council of Teachers 
of Mathematics (NCTM), 2014) details eight high-
leverage teaching practices to implement in the 
classroom. Two of these practices relate heavily 
to the work done in PSCs. The first practice is 
“Implement Tasks that Promote Reasoning and 
Problem Solving” (NCTM, 2014). Many features of 
a quality task  have already been addressed, but 
Principles to Actions makes it clear  that  the math-
ematics learned differs greatly based on  the task 
chosen. “Over time, the cumulative effect of the use 
of mathematics tasks is students’ implicit develop-
ment of ideas  about the nature of mathematics—
about whether mathematics is something that they 
personally can make sense of and how long and how 

hard they should have to work to solve any math-
ematical task” (NCTM, 2014, p. 20). The other high 
leverage teaching practice that  is deeply embedded 
in PSCs is  “Facilitate Meaningful Mathematical 
Discourse” (NCTM, 2014).  Principles to Actions 
(2014) defines it as  “the purposeful exchange of 
ideas through classroom discussion, as well as 
through other forms of verbal, visual and written 
communications” (p. 29). All of these practices are 
implemented  through  PSCs; as teachers learn their 
role in creating this type of environment, students 
begin to take ownership  of their mathematical 
learning and understanding. 

Teachers also need to provide students with contin-
uous feedback on their implementation of the Math 
Practice Standards as observed during the PSC 
process. One of the ways we developed to assess 
the students’ abilities to engage in mathematical 
discourse is an observation rubric (Appendix D) 
used at the beginning, middle, and end of PSC imple-
mentation. Use of a rubric like this allows students 
to see progress in attainment of Math Practice 
Standards, which are not always easily assessed. 
Additionally, this provides teachers with formative 
and summative assessment data that allows them 
to reflect on their practices and provide instruction 
to help students attain the Math Practice Standards.

Impact of PSCs
Currently, PSCs are used in Tier 2 math interven-
tions at the elementary and middle school levels. 
Students in these interventions demonstrated a need 
to develop skills in perseverance while working 
on mathematical tasks, analysis of texts involving 
mathematics, and communication of mathemat-
ical thinking in written and oral formats. We have 
observed success in reaching these goals through 
the use of PSCs. Students engaged in high-level dis-
cussions about the mathematical tasks they were 
presented. Additionally, the students who engaged 
in PSCs in their math interventions transferred the 
skills and strategies into their math classrooms, 
participating more actively in problem solving situ-
ations that required them to explain their thinking. 

Most importantly, the attitudes of the students who 
participated in PSCs changed. With a framework 
they could use to approach word problems, the 
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students were more likely to persevere in solving 
complex mathematical tasks than previously 
observed. Jill, one of the teachers with whom we 
worked, stated in an interview after PSC imple-
mentation that she had observed several students 
change their mathematical mindsets after engaging 
in PSCs. For example, one student who participated 
in a Tier 2 intervention during 6th grade frequently 
said, “I don’t get it” when facing word problems; he 
had both a fixed mindset of failure and a weak pro-
cess for approaching word problems. After engaging 
in PSCs as a 7th grade student, she rarely heard this 
from him because he had developed a framework 
for thinking that helped him overcome his fixed 
mindset and work through challenging tasks (per-
sonal communication, November 13, 2015).

Additionally, helping students engage in PSCs has 
helped us and the other teachers with whom we 
work to improve our instructional practices and 
come to a true understanding of how students pro-
cess word problems. One teacher with whom we 
worked, Jill, stated in a post-lesson reflection that 
she came to a better understanding of the impor-
tance for students to label numbers in the prob-
lems: “I discovered that when reading a task, my 
students saw naked numbers and didn’t attach any 
meaning to the quantity… but following the PSC 
process forced us to bring meaning to each quantity, 
which then helped us find reasonable solutions.” 
This teacher also explained that she never realized 
how often she told her students what to do to get 
the answer to the word problems. She explained 
that she has now learned to ask specific questions to 
promote thinking about the problem and encourage 
students to justify their reasoning behind how 
they solved the problem (personal communication, 
November 13, 2015). 

Anecdotally, we have also seen improvements in 
students’ transfer of literacy skills between disci-
plines. Students who started the interventions by 
saying that they did not see the need to read or write 
in math class show a distinct mind shift by the end 
of the intervention as they begin to realize the ben-
efits of being able to write and read well in all of 
their subjects, including math. While we reviewed 
the PSC procedure as a class prior to engaging in a 
new task, one student (anonymous) even recognized 

the purpose of a reading specialist working in a 
math intervention with a math teacher when she 
stated, “[As math and reading teachers], you’re 
working together to expand reading and math into 
both classes” (personal communication, October 
15, 2014). Students who see purpose and value in 
utilizing literacy skills across disciplines are more 
likely to engage and see benefit in disciplinary lit-
eracy activities and practices.

Because of the positive impact of PSCs for students 
in Tier 2 interventions, we believe that this process 
could be used in mainstream math classes to help 
all students develop their ability to engage in math-
ematical discourse and persevere in solving word 
problems. The PSC process could also be modified 
for use in a variety of subject areas. The thinking 
and discussion prompts may change, but the pro-
cess of individual reflection, group discussion, and 
individual synthesis of information would remain 
the same. For instance, a science teacher may have 
students research and analyze a problem, discuss 
with their groups, perform an experiment or investi-
gation, and then discuss the results with their peers 
prior to writing a lab conclusion. 

The process of engaging in Problem Solving Circles 
has had a dramatic impact on students’ abilities 
to engage in mathematical discourse, explain 
their reasoning and thinking through use of math-
ematical terminology, and persevere through chal-
lenging and authentic tasks. We hope that continued 
work on refining the process and expanding it to 
other classes will benefit students at all levels and 
abilities.
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  Appendix A.  Problem Solving Circle Group Norms

Teachers and students co-create norms to reference and guide their interactions with one another while engaging in PSCs.  
This is one example created by a group of fifth grade students who engaged in PSCs.
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  Appendix B.  Problem Solving Circle Bookmark, Side 1

This portion of the student bookmark is provided to students to help guide their thinking as they read a word problem 
initially.  Also, the process is detailed to remind students of the process for PSCs.

Problem-Solving Circles

Created by Nicole Hawkins, Jill Leffler, and Samantha Goodger (2015). 

Reproduction permissible for school use.

Problem Solving Circles [Type here] 19 

Appendix B 

Problem Solving Circle Bookmark, Side 1 

This portion of the student bookmark is provided to students to help guide their thinking as they 

read a word problem initially.  Also, the process is detailed to remind students of the process for 

PSCs. 

 

Problem-‐Solving	  Circles	  
 

Thinking	  Prompts	   	   	   	   	   Process	  

I	  notice…	  	   	   	   	  

One	  pattern	  I	  see	  is…	  

I	  need	  to	  draw…	  

I	  already	  knew…	  

This	  reminds	  me	  of…	  

I	  am	  confused	  by…	  

A	  strategy	  I	  might	  use	  is…	  	  

______	  in	  math	  means…	  

My	  first	  step	  is…	  

What	  I	  need	  to	  know	  is…	  

It	  is	  important	  to	  remember…	  

A	  question	  I	  have	  is…	  

Created	  by	  Nicole	  Hawkins,	  Jill	  Leffler,	  and	  Samantha	  Goodger	  (2015).	  	  

Reproduction	  permissible	  for	  school	  use.	  

Read the problem. 

Read again. 

Record your 
thinking. 

Share out. Choose 
a strategy. 

Reread, solve, 
and record. 

Share out.  Does it 
make sense? 

If it doesn’t m
ake sense... 

Thinking Prompts Process

If it doesn’t m
ake sense…
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  Appendix C.  Problem Solving Circle Bookmark, Side 2

This portion of the student bookmark is provided to guide students in their discussions about their thinking and solutions.  
Students use these discussion stems in a structured, teacher-guided way at first, but they develop independence and engage 
in mathematical discourse more naturally and without the use of the prompts as they continue to practice having these type 
of academic discussions.

Problem-Solving Circle Questions

Discussions on Thinking Prompts

Why did you think that was important?

How will you use that strategy?

I saw something similar…

To the answer and explanation:

I agree/disagree with _______’s thinking because…

What makes you think that?

How do you know that?

How did you figure that out?

Can you explain that in another way?

How does your visual support your thinking?

_______________ (this part) really helped me understand your thinking.

What if __________________?

Is that what the problem was actually asking?

However, it says in the problem ________.

Created by Nicole Hawkins, Jill Leffler, and Samantha Goodger (2015). 

Reproduction permissible for school use.
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  Appendix D.  Rubric to Assess Math Practice Standards

This rubric was developed to use in conjunction with PSCs in order to assess students’ abilities to engage in mathematical 
discourse and attain the Math Practice Standards.  The rubric can be used for formative or summative assessment.
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T
he iconic Word Wall. It’s been around since the 
dawn of civilization. Early renderings have been 
found in the caves of Lascaux, France depicting 
prehistoric symbols presumably drawn by our 

ancestors highlighting the beginnings of language, 
dialogue and conversation (Curtis, 2007. p. 50). 

From those early prehistoric vocabulary immer-
sions to today’s classrooms, one can assume that the 
word wall has gone through many transformations. 
It has typically been thought of as a vocabulary tool 
utilized in the elementary classroom, but to limit its 
use to only the primary grades is a great disservice 
to our middle and secondary students. According 
to Cronsberry (2004), “The use of a word wall in 
a classroom can be a highly effective teaching 
strategy to improve … key vocabulary, whether 
it be learning to explain a word, to compare it to 
other key concepts, or to spell it” (p. 3). What could 
a word wall look like in today’s high school class-
rooms where students can demonstrate and apply 
21st-century skill building? As the School Support 
Teacher/Reading Specialist at a large urban high 
school, I’ve recommended the use of a word wall 
in many content areas as a way to engage students 
in a visual interpretation of new vocabulary. To be 
successful, “students must be surrounded by words 
and motivated to learn them. A word-rich classroom 
includes frequent use of words that have been taught 

and interesting words students have encountered 
in their reading” (“A Research Based Guide to Word 
Walls in the Secondary Classroom,” n.d., p. 2). From 
Chemistry to Advanced Spanish, students have ben-
efitted from the support created by using word walls. 

Word Walls in Chemistry Class
Last fall, Abby, our Chemistry teacher, and I created 
a lesson introducing Greek prefixes to her sopho-
more students. Abby explained that before students 
could really move forward in their understanding 
of Chemistry or the implementation of a Chemistry 
lab, they needed a common vocabulary. We chose 
to focus only on the Greek prefixes associated with 
numerals one through ten. Instead of flashcards or 
the Frayer Model (Dean, Hubbell, Pitler, & Stone, 
2013, p. 71), which are both excellent vocabulary 
strategies as well, I suggested implementing the 
word wall strategy. Abby had heard of it, but as a 
high school Science teacher, she didn’t actually 
realize how it might benefit her students.

Based on the work of Robert Marzano, I suggested 
students work in groups to kinesthetically create 
a visual representation of the numeral. Marzano 
(2009) states that “having students represent their 
understanding of a new term by drawing a picture, 
pictograph, or symbolic representation” (p. 83) is 
a key step to the success of vocabulary recall. He 
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goes on to say, “When students do this step well, 
achievement soars” (Marzano, 2009, p. 84). As a 
result of this possibility, Abby suggested ways in 
which the numeral prefix could be applied to the 
Chemistry content through the use of bonding and 
nomenclature. Once established, it could be revis-
ited throughout the school year. 

The focus of the lesson was introduced to the 
students:

Lesson Title: Defining and Applying Chemistry 
Numeral Prefixes

Learning Intention: I can effectively pronounce, 
define and apply Chemistry numeral prefixes when 
reading something that is unfamiliar; in this class 
and in my other classes. 

Success Criteria: I know I am successful when I 
can pronounce, define and apply numeral prefixes 
when reading something that is unfamiliar; in this 
class and in my other classes. 

ACT College and Career Readiness Standards: 
Word Meanings and Word Choice: 23-27: 
Interpret most words and phrases as they are 
used in somewhat challenging passages, including 
determining technical, connotative, and figurative 
meanings

The instructions indicated that students would 
create a picture of their numeral prefix and use 
words that applied to their particular prefix. We 
were hoping to tap into student connections and 
prior knowledge. Abby’s PowerPoint™ presentation 
began with these instructions:

I observed Abby as she presented the lesson to her 

students. I wanted to see her students’ initial reac-

tions because I wondered if they would think it 

too elementary to create a word wall. I wanted to 

observe their engagement in the lesson to see if they 

would stay on task and motivated throughout the 

lesson. I also wanted to see if they could apply the 

word wall’s information to their homework and sum-

mative assessments. I wondered: if they achieved 

success on an assessment, would they connect their 

achievement to the word wall?

As we all know, even the best lesson can fall 

f lat if the delivery is not engaging, exciting and 

engrossing. As she introduced the lesson, the class 

began muttering their approval. The idea of creating 

a picture using markers and colored paper appealed 

to them, while the opportunity to brainstorm var-

ious prefixes using the dictionary app on their phone 

enticed the typical teenager in all of them! 

Students began grabbing markers and colored paper. 

Abby walked around with a basket containing the 

prefixes on individual slips of paper. Each group 

chose one slip of paper. As groups began working, 

it was rewarding to hear their questions, directions 

and comments:

“What should we draw?”

“Wait, let’s map it out on lined paper first. Use a 

pencil!” 

“This paper is too dark. No one will be able to 

see what we write.”

“Octo, octo, octo. This is a hard one. Wait, 

there’s Octagon. But then what?

Clearly, my concern about the lesson being pedes-

trian or dull was quickly put to rest. Students were 

engaged and their ideas were creative and col-

orful. As students worked, Abby and I circulated 

throughout the room. Student drawings showed 

a tricycle, a stop sign, and many other familiar 

objects. It was evident that prior knowledge was 

being used to build connections—especially with 

mathematical symbols. Some students were brain-

storming prefixes, while others were using their 

smartphones and tablets for more ideas. The room 

was abuzz with learning and laughter.

Figure 1
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The finished products were displayed in a prominent 
place in the classroom where all students could see 
their work. Upon reflection, Abby said, “This lesson 
kept students engaged and curious. They were 
eager to see what their classmates had created and 
without even realizing it, they built another layer of 
collaboration” (personal communication, November 
21, 2014). We had given students a strategy that they 
could “use to learn and remember the many tech-
nical terms, key concepts, and academic vocabulary 
that they encounter in the study of various disci-
plines” (Irvin, Meltzer and Dukes, 2007, p. 34). This 

strategy and their use of teamwork were each an 
observable success.

Word Walls in Advanced Spanish Class
Using this idea proved beneficial late last summer 
when Jamie, our Advanced Spanish teacher, was 
looking for some vocabulary ideas for the start of 
the school year. I sent Jamie the instructions and 
pictures of Abby’s word wall. Jamie was excited to 
see how this might look in Advanced Spanish. 

She met with me and we brainstormed some ideas. 
She explained that as students learn more tenses 
in a World Language, it becomes harder for them to 
remember when to use each one and how to use it 
correctly. She said, “I wanted to create a way for stu-
dents to visually see the different tenses with con-
crete examples. Now, when I talk about a specific 
tense in class I can refer to the “Conjuguemos” Wall 
so students can see what I’m talking about” (per-
sonal communication, September 26, 2015). 

Jamie introduced her lesson to her students:

Lesson Title: Reviewing Commonly Used Verb 
Tenses.

Learning Intention: I can effectively use a variety 
of verb tenses. 

Success Criteria: I know I am successful when I 
can use various verb tenses in my writing and iden-
tify different tenses in an authentic text.

Figure 2

In this close-up, you can see the thoughtful consideration students 
gave this project.  Students applied their background knowledge 
to show their understanding of numerology and applied that 
understanding to Chemistry.

Figure 3

Take a close look at the Octagon:  using a simple picture of a 
“Stop” sign, these students highlighted their understanding of 
Octagon making meaning with Octopus, Octuplet and Octet! 

Figure 4

Please note the imagination of the application:  Students identified 
the numeral prefix, defined the prefix, listed three words that used 
that particular prefix and drew a picture of the prefix. 
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ACT College and Career Readiness Standards: 
Word Meanings and Word Choice: 23-27: 
Interpret most words and phrases as they are 
used in somewhat challenging passages, including 
determining technical, connotative, and figurative 
meanings

Jamie’s PowerPoint™ instructions explained the 
task ahead:

Directions in English: 

 1. Identify the type of verb (ar, er, ir) 

 2. Write the endings in a chart 

 3. Write 3 complete sentences with different 
subjects. (Don’t use irregulars) 

 4. Create a drawing that relates to one of the 
sentences. 

This slide modeled the activity:

After she gave the directions in Spanish, students 
formed their groups of three. She circulated among 
the groups and assigned them each a verb (ar, er, or 
ir). She asked some groups to work with irregular 
verbs such as stem changers or verbs that change in 
the ‘yo’ form. 

To verify instructions, students began to ask impor-
tant questions:

 “How many pictures do we need?”

“Do we need the table in the final copy?”

 “Can you give us an ER and IR verb that is not 

irregular?”

As I walked around the classroom, I asked one 
group about their par ticular example. They 
explained: “Our example was ‘Spending Money.’ 

We had to draw a picture in the past. So I drew 

my bank account yesterday showing that I had 

money and then I drew a picture of how I spent 

my money.”

Another group commented: “We had a dilemma. 

Our picture is a camp on the beach. We were sup-

posed to use an AR verb, but we used an IR verb, so 

we had to reconstruct the sentence, but we kept the 

main idea. We had to rewrite it.”

The similarities between the Advanced Spanish stu-
dents and the Chemistry students’ reactions were 
profound. Like Abby’s students, Jamie’s students 

Figure 5

Figure 7

In these examples, students map out their group’s thoughts before 
committing to final versions!

Figure 6
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were taking the activity seriously and were sup-
porting each other on each idea and each drawing. 
It was interesting to note how “duties” had been 
divided up: the student voted with the “best” hand-
writing became the scribe, while the student with 
the “best” drawing skills became the group artist. 
In addition, the sense of community and mutual 
respect was palpable as students laughed and col-
laborated in an atmosphere of learning.

The success of this lesson highlights the creativity 
of the students, the authentic learning being gen-
erated and the role of teacher as facilitator. The 
Success Criteria was met as students did indeed, use 
various verb tenses in their writing and were able to 
identify different tenses in student-generated text. 
In addition, the same type of collaboration found 
in Abby’s class was demonstrated once again as 
Spanish students worked together to create oppor-
tunities to show their background knowledge and 
prior connections. 

Conclusion
The success of the word wall in Chemistry was dem-
onstrated when students were able to successfully 
match and define the Greek prefixes with numerals. 
Abby continually referred back to the Chemistry 
Word Wall as did her students, thereby showing the 
connections between the prefixes and the terms. 
Similarly, Jamie constantly denoted the word wall 
in Advanced Spanish; thereby, giving her students 
the immersion of a second language and not just an 
occasional interval. Also, the common use of the 
ACT standard illustrated the value of word mean-
ings in all disciplines, refraining from vocabulary as 
just something “done” in English or the Humanities. 
When the time came to take a vocabulary test, Abby 
and Jamie took down the word walls. However, stu-
dents from both classes commented later that they 
could “close their eyes and see the wall,” therefore, 
making the test-taking process less anxious and 
helping them to feel confident about their knowledge 
of the terms. Abby and Jamie were delighted that 
their students had embraced the lessons in such 
a meaningful way and both educators felt confi-
dent that the vocabulary would remain with their 

students.

In closing, it is apparent that the creativity inspired 
by the use of word walls is limitless for teachers 
and students. These lessons show how a skill can 
be transferred to any discipline and in all content 

Figure 9

Students collaborate to create their visual representation of 
vocabulary!

Figure 8

Translation:

I fry the eggs for breakfast on Sunday.

My brother sleeps for 10 hours every night.

My parents always tell me to be careful.
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areas. All teachers of all grade levels can apply 
this concept to any subject. All students, regard-
less of ability level, would have the opportunity to 
build connections among disciplines, highlight prior 
knowledge, and become a collaborative team. These 
are the core elements of 21st-century readiness. 
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Everyday Diversity:  
What’s in Your Classroom?
Megan Schliesman and Merri Lindgren
Cooperative Children’s Book Center 
School of Education at the University of Wisconsin–Madison.

Take a look at the books around your classroom. 

What do they say to your students about them-

selves, and about the world in which they live?  

Do they help make all of the children feel visible, 

validated, welcome?  Do they reflect diversity in 

many forms?  Or do they assume that White is 

the norm? That everything else is token, or an 

exception? 

Do they perpetuate stereotypes?

Books being taught today and even being published 
today, still skew dramatically toward the assump-
tion of Whiteness—White students, White teachers. 
Additionally, books with stereotypical depictions of 
other cultures and races can still be found on class-
room and library shelves and in the curriculum.

Many teachers have worked to challenge this 
assumption of Whiteness and the presence of ste-
reotypical material in the curriculum. But incor-
porating materials that reflect diversity and offer 
authentic, accurate portrayals of people of color and 
First/Native Nations individuals must go beyond a 
matter of choice or personal commitment. No child 
or teen should feel invisible or invalidated in the 
classroom; all educators must do the work of over-
turning that “assumption of Whiteness”. And doing 
so will benefit all students.

How does such work begin?  
Look around again.  Ask yourself what you are 

teaching and why. Ask yourself what you aren’t 

teaching, and why not.

T he Cooper a t ive  Ch i ld ren’s  Book Cent er 
of the School of Education at the University of 

Wisconsin-Madison documents the number of 
books we receive annually by and about American 
Indians and people of color. Year after year we ask 
the same kinds of questions: Why are there so few 
books by and about Latinos? Where are the books 
about American Indians? Where are the picture 
books about contemporary African American chil-
dren? In a library where we see over 3,000 new 
books a year for children and teens, titles like these 
are too few and far between. (The CCBC statistics 
are available online at http://ccbc.education.wisc.edu/
books/pcstats.asp).

At the same time, there are books already in print 
that can help move every classroom and library 
beyond stereotypes, beyond tokenism and into 
meaningful engagement with literature that col-
lectively reflects aspects of individual, cultural and 
national identity that are critical to the lives of all 
children and teens today.

In the fall 2015, textbook publisher McGraw-Hill 
was taken to task for a passage in a Texas world 
geography book referencing the slave trade. The 
passage read: “The Atlantic Slave Trade between 
the 1500s and 1800s brought millions of workers 
from Africa to the southern United States to work 
on agricultural plantations.” A fifteen-year-old 
African American student sent a photo of the text 
to his mother, who posted it on Facebook®, and the 
resulting outcry led McGraw-Hill to apologize and 
change the language of the passage that rendered 
the horrors of slavery invisible (Feldman, 2015).

Nothing excuses the McGraw-Hill passage, but the 
truth is that even when textbooks are accurate, 
they too often fail to tell much of the story while 
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negating opportunities for connection and engage-
ment among many readers. So even when textbooks 
are required, trade books have an important place 
in the curriculum. For example, works such as 
Day of Tears (Lester, 2005), or Breaking Ground, 

Breaking Silence: The Story of New York’s African 

Burial Ground (Hansen, 1998) are among those 
that can be used to offer a fuller (and therefore more 
painful and honest) depiction of slavery in America.

That’s not to say books for children and teens 
always get it right. Throughout the fall of 2015, 
there was much online discussion and debate sur-
rounding the depiction of slavery in the picture 
book A Fine Dessert (Jenkins, 2015). The discussion 
heated up even more after author Emily Jenkins 
apologized for the book being “racially insensitive,” 
despite the care she thought she’d taken (Barack, 
2015). Discussion of the depiction of enslavement in 
books for younger children was the focus of heated 
exchanges again earlier this year when Scholastic 
issued and then withdrew the picture book A 

Birthday Cake for George Washington (Ganeshram, 
2016).  

These were difficult, sometimes painful conversa-
tions, about a difficult, painful topic. Much like 
the McGraw-Hill textbook concern, the criticism 
of both books has much to do with negating that 
pain, rendering it invisible, resulting in a poten-
tially skewed understanding of slavery for young 
readers. But finding picture books that counter 
such depictions is possible, whether it’s a spare 
offering like Underground (Evans, 2011) or a longer 
offering, such as The Amazing Age of John Roy 

Lynch (Barton, 2015).

Last year a lso saw publication of Go Set a 

Watchman (Lee, 2015), the sequel to To Kill a 

Mockingbird (Lee, 1960), a frequently taught book 
in ninth grade across the United States. Go Set 

a Watchman disillusioned many readers with its 
depiction of Atticus Finch as a racist. But there 
are people of color, African Americans in partic-
ular, who have been saying for years that To Kill a 

Mockingbird itself offers a problematic depiction of 
race in America with its doomed Black man and his 
white would-be savior. Racism in Harper Lee’s “To 
Kill a Mockingbird” (Mancini, 2008) offers a range 

of perspectives on the topic. Whether or not an edu-

cator personally agrees with the criticism, aware-

ness, and the willingness to ask hard questions in 

classroom discussions about the book’s depiction of 

race, is one way to make sure all students, regard-

less of their backgrounds, have the opportunity to 

feel validated and heard, and to consider critical 

questions that are relevant to their everyday lives 

in a country where we continue to struggle with the 

lasting impact of attitudes and injustices that go all 

the way back to slavery. 

It doesn’t take more than a glance at the latest head-

lines, or a look around almost any community, to see 

evidence of that lasting impact in myriad ways. One 

highly visible example over the past two years has 

been police violence against African Americans and 

other people of color. Stories in the news are more 

prevalent—although no more tragic—than ever 

before. Educators interested in connecting their lit-

erature classrooms to the headlines will revel in All 

American Boys (Reynolds and Kiely, 2015), which 

examines the harsh realities and emotional com-

plexities of race in America through the perspec-

tives of two teenagers. African American Rashad is 

beaten by a White police officer and struggles with 

pain and fear in the aftermath. White Quinn wit-

nesses the beating and struggles with pressure to 

side with the officer.

There are many reasons students and teachers 

alike must think critically about race and racism. 

The issue of Indian mascots in Wisconsin schools 

remains charged, for example, with some districts 

moving toward meaningful change while others 

continue to perpetuate painful objectification and 

stereotypes. Students who can explore Wisconsin 

history through an outstanding novel like The 

Birchbark House (Erdrich, 1999) may also be in 

classrooms where The Indian in the Cupboard 

(Banks, 1985) or The Sign of the Beaver (Speare, 

1983), with their stereotypes and misrepresentation 

of Native cultures, are also among their reading 

choices. All of this makes the need for authentic 

books about Native children and Native cultures 

critical. Books such as The Birchbark House and 

How I Became a Ghost (Tingle, 2013), as well as 

Indian Shoes (Smith, 2002), Jingle Dancer (Smith, 
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2000), The Good Luck Cat (Harjo, 2000) and Wild 
Berries (Flett, 2013) are examples of marvelous 
titles that merit inclusion in classrooms for many 
reasons, not the least of which is the important vis-
ibility and authenticity they offer regarding the lives 
of Native peoples, including contemporary Native 
children.  

There was a time not long ago when the norm was 
to teach the concept of colorblindness. In recent 
years, it’s become clear that doing so is not only 
counterintuitive for children and teens, but also 
potentially damaging (Scruggs, 2009). It’s not seeing 
difference that’s the problem; it’s children learning 
to think negatively about differences they see. More 
and more educators understand the importance 
of talking about race and racism, but they often 
struggle with how to have those conversations. 
Picture books like skin again (hooks, 2004), The 
Other Side (Woodson, 2001) and Shades of Black 
(Pinkney, 2000), or novels like Project Mulberry 
(Park, 2005), The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-
Time Indian (Alexie, 2007), All American Boys 
(Reynolds and Kiely, 2015), or X: A Novel (Shabazz 
and Magoon, 2015), among others, can invite conver-
sations about race and racism. 

Also important are books like The Year of the Dog 
(Lin, 2006), Unusual Chickens for the Exceptional 
Poultry Farmer (Jones, 2015), or Yaqui Delgado 
Wants to Kick Your Ass (Medina, 2013), in which 
race and cultural identity are integral to characters’ 
identity without necessarily being a point of the 
story, just as they are integral in the lives of children 
of color and First/Native Nations children. The truth 
is this: racial and cultural identity should be and are 
a source of pride, but to be a child or teen of color or 
a First/Native Nations child or teen is also to live in 
a world that doesn’t let you forget you aren’t white.

At the same time, race impacts the way all chil-
dren experience the world. And all children need 
to become aware of race and its impact on people’s 
lives in order to have those difficult, transformative 
conversations and opportunities for reflection that 
can help them understand their own place in the 
world, and their own potential to help change it.

None of this is necessarily easy. But all of it is nur-
tured by classroom environments that normalize 

diversity through the books available to children 
and teens, rather than treating it as something extra 
or exceptional. Children and teens are living in a 
world full of both uncertainty and promise. We need 
to offer books and mediated experiences that can 
help all of them navigate that uncertainty, and see 
themselves as deserving of the promise. Yes, choices 
must be made thoughtfully, following school and 
district policies and procedures. But regardless of 
the demographics of an individual school, inclusion 
is essential to meeting the needs of the curriculum 
when it comes to preparing students to engage with 
the wider world.
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Gloom, Despair, and  
Strawberry Pop Tarts™: 
Failure stories and their effect on agency 
during the bad days in the reading 
intervention classroom
Mary Beth Nicklaus

It’s fine to celebrate success, but it’s more important to heed the lessons of failure.  
— attributed to Bill Gates

O
n the coldest wind chill week of the year so 
far, we have been suffering from “First Period 
Icy Cold Depression.” This has been bad news 
for my action research on increasing growth 

mindset in the reading intervention classroom. From 
what I have been witnessing of my class and myself 
since Monday of this week, the old Hee Haw lament 
replays itself through my head:

“Gloom, despair, and agony on me,

Deep, dark depression, excessive misery…” 
(Brillstein, Peppiatt & Aylesworth, 1969).

It’s so palpable; I’m tempted to twang this song to 
my class. They all gaze up at me, bleary-eyed, sor-
rowful bloodhounds.

When I think about how I’ve been waking up this 
week, wishing for a wind chill day so I don’t have 
to haul my lazy posterior out of bed so early, I 
understand my students’ feelings. A few students 
have even gotten whiny/nasty to me, saying they 
don’t want to work, this is boring, why do we have 
to…????? Let’s all just sleep instead! A teacher’s first 
instinct during a first period icy cold depression may 
be to get crabby or nasty back, muscle them into 
respect for the class, engage them in a “how-dare-
you-defile-this-sacred-learning-zone” tirade. 

Today, I am just like, “I know, right?” I proceed to 
tell them that this weather makes us all want to 

hibernate. I let them in on the fact that yesterday 
after school, I craved carbs and sugar on my “21 day 
fix” so much so that I stopped by the snack cart and 
purchased four strawberry Pop Tarts™, (over 800 
calories and almost 100% of my allocation of calo-
ries for the day) and proceeded to eat them. Then 
I went home and fell asleep for an hour instead of 
sweating through my exercise program. One of my 
crabbiest students poked her head out from under 
her arm and out of the gray hood over her face, and 
proudly announced that she actually witnessed me 
purchasing the four Pop Tarts™ at the snack cart 
yesterday. 

I feel the sputtering tractor that is my first period 
Reading Essentials class, lurch into drive, and we 
stumble more smoothly through the rest of the 
period. So what has just happened that makes this 
struggling first period class just a little more palat-
able for all of us? 

Reinforcement of Growth Mindset…
the hard way. 
East Junior High is an 8th–9th grade school in the 
Wisconsin Rapids School District. For the past 20 
years, I have worked as a reading specialist/inter-
ventionist at the junior high level. Over the years, 
East Junior High has seen an increase in the number 
of students living in poverty, where 40% are cur-
rently eligible for free or reduced lunch. Three 
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reading intervention classes at East Junior High 

strive to meet the Response to Intervention (RTI) 

goal of keeping students in their regular classrooms 

for reading instruction. We base our criteria for 

admittance to reading intervention classes on two 

requirements: Scholastic Reading Inventory (SRI) 

results, which measures reading level in Lexile 

points, and a grade of C- or lower in English class. 

We use Scholastic’s Read 180® (R180) program which 

includes the computer component Mindplay Virtual 

Reading Coach® (MVRC), and a Varied Intervention 

Program (VIP) class. Along with the technological 

components of the classes, students also have inde-

pendent reading time for the books they enjoy. 

All three classes have been effective, according 

to SRI scores used for progress monitoring. Along 

with the increases in reading level, we want to see 

skills transfer to the English/Language Arts classes. 

Initially students’ grades may increase to a “C” or 

better, but it doesn’t always stick. In a class of six 

eighth-grade students serviced last year, one student 

who graduated from the program had progressed 

from the “F” she had upon entering the Reading 

Essentials class, to holding steady at a B- in her 9th-

grade English class. By October, the other students’ 

8th-grade intervention successes were not reflected 

in their English/Language Arts grades. I realized 

that I needed to help the students build a mental atti-

tude of confidence to continue their reading growth 

in their core area classes, too.

I learned that just because the scores are there, 

doesn’t guarantee that the mindset to utilize that 

growth also present. A “fixed mindset” is character-

ized by the belief that one is born with a set amount 

of intelligence which neither increases nor decreases. 

“Growth mindset” focuses on learning and effort, 

rather than being labeled “smart.” Students with a 

growth mindset demonstrate joy in learning growth 

and look at failure as an opportunity to learn (Dweck, 

2015). My responsibility towards these students 

needed to be more than just increasing their Lexile 

number, then happily waving them off into the wild 

blue yonder at the end of the year.

At this writing, I work with 27 reading interven-

tion eighth and ninth graders in five intervention 

classes. Seven have a primary learning disability, 

two are Hispanic, two are African American, and 

two are Asian English Language Learners. During 

the fall semester of 2015 I administered the PERTS 

Mindset Assessment®. The PERTS is a free mindset 

assessment available online through Stanford 

University. The results last fall showed that a signifi-

cant number of my students were in a fixed mindset 

as opposed to a growth mindset. Many of my stu-

dents felt that they were internally and academi-

cally defective, and that’s why they had landed in 

my class. They seemed to feel that success was 

not an option, and to try to work towards success 

was often a waste of their time. (This attitude is 

epitomized through my conversation with Thomas 

located later in this article.)

It would be dishonest for a reading professional to 

simply rest on her laurels because of high scores 

if there were proof that the real deal of increased 

reading level was not always carrying over in stu-

dents’ academic reading. There was proof that my 

students generally didn’t feel good about their own 

capabilities to learn and I needed to study ways to 

fix this. I needed to send them off with more than a 

larger Lexile number under their belt.

My research question became: In what ways can 

I work to increase more than just reading scores? 

How can I increase growth mindset in my students’ 

attitudes towards their own power in their learning 

and skill building in the area of reading? Quite simply, 

in what ways can I plant the seeds to perpetuate the 

expectation that with hard work, it is possible to 

experience growth in what they are working towards, 

and it’s something we can celebrate right now?

When I embarked on increasing growth mindset 

into my classes this fall, my imagined picture of the 

research and performance were more sophisticated. 

I imagined most of the work coming from graphs 

and charts, and teaching students how to look at 

and consider these graphs and charts, and the same 

time having them write to prompts where they 

would consider how they are approaching mindset 

in their everyday scholastic endeavors. Yes, there is 

a certain amount of that. To some, it makes a differ-

ence. We work that computer. We read that book. We 

discuss our thoughts. We analyze that text. We write 

in that journal. We study and discuss our growth. 
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To a number of intervention students however, the 

numbers, lines and grades do not mean a great deal 

to them. There are few, if any, stars on their charts. 

By January, my growth mindset project is getting 

downright messy.

The first semester entailed navigating through all 

the reports, the graphs, the scores, the grades… ever 

on the lookout for that glowing horizon of triumph. 

(What that triumph would like like early on, I am 

not quite sure.) I looked for higher scores. I looked 

for happier, more positive student attitudes. We have 

taken the Mindset Meter® …we had the conver-

sation about the importance of having a “growth 

mindset” as opposed to a “fixed mindset.” I confer-

enced weekly with my students. We can all continue 

growing! There is always some growth to be done. 

Rah Rah! Some students fly with it! Yes! However, 

some don’t and this nags at me.

Many of these students come from a place of pov-

erty. For many at-risk students who spend their lives 

downshifting for survival in the outside world and 

home life, the growth statistics may just not com-

pute right away nor have a place in difficult living 

conditions. They have physical and mental survival 

to think about. Listening to stories of people expe-

riencing success may not positively impact them. 

Constant success stories may just convince these 

students that these are the elite worlds beyond their 

navigation. Sometimes, it’s just easier to sink into 

journeys of anger. Humans need to be in a place 

where they can relate. It’s just more comfortable 

that way. We do have something to impart to these 

students, however. We can teach them that a seem-

ingly, static, negative world can be affected by their 

actions. We can teach them that most times, success 

is born of failure, and everyone experiences failure 

at one time or another. We can dispel the myth 

among these students that some people are born to 

success, and that it may not be their own birthright. 

Peter Johnston (2004) refers to having the power 

to create and affect our own story as a sense of 

“agency.” I’m finding a correlation exists between 

some students’ lack of success and their self-per-

ception of their own inability to succeed in reading 

comprehension and vocabulary skills. This became 

evident through my conversation with Thomas.

Script of an early conference with my 
student, Thomas (pseudonym):
Mrs. N: “Here, can you try to grow by increasing this 

score, maybe by 10 points in three months? You 

can do it, I know you can!” 

Thomas: “No, I can’t do it. I keep telling you I’m a 

retard. Why else would I be in this class?”

Mrs. N: “Okay, first of all we don’t say “retard” in 

here.”

Thomas: “Okay, STUPID, then!”

Mrs. N: “Not true. Now, is there any evidence of your 

potential answer in the passage?”

Thomas: “I don’t know.”

Mrs. N: “You aren’t looking. Are there any keywords 

in the paragraph that show evidence of 

happiness?”

Thomas: “I am looking, and I don’t know!”

Mrs. N: “What if you did know?” (This is supposed 

to work for elementary school students)

Thomas: “Well, I don’t know, so obviously… I DON’T 

KNOW!!!” (Okay, doesn’t work for junior high. 

Note to self.) 

I stop the conversation. We are spinning our wheels. 

Teacher/Researcher is hitting frustration mode. 

Thomas’ body language shows he is downright mis-

erable. He slumps in his chair. He reads with his 

forehead slumped into his hand to the point that I 

wonder if he even has his eyes open. 

Like Thomas, there are students who come to the 

table, hood over their face, head buried under their 

armpit, hidden earplugs channeling Wiz Khalifa 

to drown out the world and the annoying teacher 

voice in this annoying intervention with a subject 

I- hate- worse- than- anything- in- the- whole -world-

and-makes-me-feel-stupid- but- am- forced- to -work- 

at- 47 -minutes -every- day-in-front-of-people. These 

are the ones to whom I told my account of yester-

day’s diet/clean eating program failure. I reach out 

and tap them on the shoulder, coax them out of their 

sad-eyed morning hermit crab shell of perceived 

failure. For students who are unfamiliar with agency 

in their own lives, a teacher can model it for them 

by sharing her own accounts of failure, and her 



70 Gloom, Despair, and Strawberry Pop tarts™

own resiliency in the face of it. I think to myself, 
Ahhhhhhh, Grasshopper, for every sunrise on the 
horizon, there needs first to occur a sunset. 

A week later, by accident, I get my sunrise. After the 
Pop Tart™ incident I’m noticing the need to incor-
porate different stories into the mix in my teacher 
talk with students. Stories that focus on humbling 
me. Anecdotes that don’t show me, the teacher, in 
the best light. Those are the kinds that grab stu-
dents who so far seem just out of reach. Another 
conversation with Thomas takes place in front of 
the class this time. We are embarking on the Jack 
London (Scholastic, 2006) classic short story, “To 
Build a Fire.” This story, in true London fashion, 
shows a man succumbing to the 75-degree-below-
zero weather because of his lack of humility and 
willingness to learn from an old-timer’s advice and 
adjust his actions accordingly. 

Mrs. N: “We are going to be reading To Build a Fire. 
Look at the picture. Let’s read the information on 
Jack London together.” 

Mrs. N and class read together.

Mrs. N: “So, we know that Jack London spent a lot of 
time, where?” (Everyone says, “Yukon.”) “Good. 
Many of Jack London’s stories take place in the 
Yukon. The Yukon is in Alaska. I think.” 

Thomas: “Ummm, Mrs. Nicklaus? The Yukon is in 
Canada.” 

The first paragraph of the story proves Thomas cor-
rect. I pause in our reading and announce that some-
times I learn more from my students than I did in 
teacher school. Thomas looks down at his book and 
says nothing. But I can see a glow in his eyes. 

Thomas is proven correct again a week later in 
another teacher error. We are speaking about 
substantial libraries, and I tell the students that I 
remember walking up the steps to the New York 
Public Library. I excitedly reveal it to be the same 
place where the “Rocky running up the steps” scene 
was filmed! Ahh, no. Thomas corrects me yet again. 
The scene was filmed in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
He knows because he is originally from there. 
Students agree with him, vigorously nodding heads. 
I research it in front of them on the Smartboard™, 
and pull up information. Sure enough! One of Philly’s 

claims to fame is that it is the place where the famous 
Rocky scene was filmed. Thomas is correct about 
that, also. Twice in a period of 2 weeks, Thomas is 
proven smarter than the teacher in geography. 

I notice Thomas standing (and sitting) a little bit 
straighter after that. A week later, he draws my 
attention to a weekly quiz he passed for the first 
time in his English class. Earlier he had chalked the 
vocabulary quizzes up to an assignment he would 
just never pass. These are the students who teach 
me that I sometimes need to share experiences 
in and out of school with navigating the struggles 
of everyday life because, “Hmmmm, if she can do 
it…” Sharing my own successes and growth moti-
vates some students. Sharing my failures, however, 
such as my lack of geographical knowledge, or my 
Strawberry Pop Tart™ binging, diet/exercise failure 
caught in the act by one of my own intervention 
students, reaches additional students, like Thomas. 
Teachers need to share moments of weakness and 
show students that even teachers can learn from 
their students. Sometimes the sage on the stage can 
fail just like everyone else. This is powerful for our 
students because they see that my failure does not 
make me helpless. Quite the opposite: my failure 
empowers me to become stronger.

This is where agency comes in: I am modeling that I 
can go to work to learn new information. I will look 
to others to help me. I will not give up forever during 
moments of weakness. I will start over again the 
next day. I will use what I learn from failure to create 
strategies for success. I will not let the 75-degree-
below-zero weather in the Yukon (in Canada) find 
me unprepared. I will write my own story. I will keep 
plodding along, albeit slowly at times. I will share that 
the most fun about failure is the adrenaline rush of 
learning something new, or the excitement of finally 
doing something that I thought I never could. We will 
keep plodding through the icy cold, gloomy terrain, 
sliding down the hill, landing knee deep in the icy 
spring, afterwards building the fire together to get 
our frozen blood going, and to bring ourselves to life 
again, together. The warming sun comes out eventu-
ally and the traction created will help us regain our 
footing on our trek for the few points of that success 
we hunger for in our growth mindset. Sometimes it’s 
a little at a time, sometimes it’s a lot at a time. 
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Within a month, Thomas brings his “F” to a D-. He 
scores an “A” on another literature test in his lan-
guage arts class. He tells me he is studying for the 
first time. I also begin a “bell ringer” journal activity, 
in which I begin class with a prompt like, “What is 
something you are proud of this week?,” for students 
to write about at the beginning of class, and under-
neath, I automatically include my own response to 
the writing. If students tell me they have nothing to 
write, I invite them to copy my own response into 
their journals. Boys right away learn that they don’t 
want to copy my writing about about things such 
as how they are “proud of finishing the crocheting 
of a bunny rabbit for my daughter,” so the excuses 
quickly disappear. After a month and a half, stu-
dents begin actually asking to share their writings. 
Prompts are no longer met with silence and a “let’s 
get this over with” attitude. Conversation begins to 
flow from that also. This practice carries over into 
my conferences with students. .

By the end of January, five students are dismissed 
from the program because of passing English/
Language Arts grades, and grade level Lexile scores. 
This larger number is unexpected. Usually, one or 
two students may be dismissed before the end of 
the year, but five is not the norm. Although no longer 
in the class, three out of the five students continue 
to come in and put stars on their charts to signify 
A’s and B’s on vocabulary tests. I encourage this so 
I can keep track of their progress. In February, I 
start a parent blog with information on reading and 
study strategies, along with celebrations of student 
achievement. This is a big step in my own learning 
and study of strategies to get parents involved in our 
conversation on growth. In March, Thomas brings 
his Lexile score past a 100-point increase. He is so 
proud, he asks me to make two copies of his growth 
report so he can give one to his mother, and one to 
his Language Arts teacher. 

At this writing, I have two months left of the school 
year and the action research. What have I taken 
away from this so far?

There is great power in our sharing our stories of 
growth. As an aside, my athletic students have added 
a great deal to our stories with accounts of their own 
growth in their respective sports. Just a week ago, 

some of our quieter boys came out of their shells and 
impressed us with their knowledge of automotive 
vocabulary, and their work at home in the automotive 
world. I continue to look for opportunities to bring 
these hidden gems of our students to the forefront, 
as well as for practice to keep our conversations on 
growth and learning how to grow. Our mixtures of 
conversations and reading skills practice behave 
like lava in a lava lamp; they meld together, into new 
shapes and products and gifts to our learning. I, as 
teacher, began keeping a journal of the learning, and 
later I incorporate the products into new lessons.

And we continue to grow towards the warmth and 
sun. 

This is how it will be for us, because we will keep 
each other honest, humble, and work at learning to 
grow, together. We will continue to work at growing 
our own stories and they will be good ones.
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N
o t  e v e r y o n e 
g r o w s  u p 
wanting to be 
a writer. Jane 

Kelley didn’t. But she 
d id grow up lov ing 
books, and this love of 
books and stories led 
her down a life path 
and into the world of 
writing. Jane started 
to take her wr it ing 
ser iously a f ter she 

and her nine-year-old daughter began sharing their 
writing with each other. Jane’s first book, Nature 
Girl (2010), the story of a young girl who heads 
out on her own along the Appalachian Trail, came 
from this nurturing relationship. Jane was born 

in Milwaukee, Wisconsin 
where she spent many happy 
hours enjoying the woodland 
next to her home, yet most 
of Jane’s adult years were 
spent in Brooklyn, New York. 
Here is where she wrote her 
next three books The Girl 
Behind the Glass (2011) ; 
The Desperate Adventures 
of Zeno and Alya (2013), 

wh ich wa s a  P ubl i sher 
Weekly recommended book; 
and T he Book of Dares 
for Lost Friends  (2015), 
wh ich ea r ned a  K i rk u s 
starred review. Jane was 
chosen as the 2013 Thurber 
House Children’s Writer in 
Residence and has become 
one of four authors (who 
write under the collective 

pseudonym, E. F. Abbott) for the new BASED ON 
A TRUE STORY series. It is funny how life always 
draws us back to what we love. She has recently 
moved back to Wisconsin and lives in Mequon where 
once again, she is spending many happy hours in the 
woodland near home. 

Sandra: Hi Jane, I want to 
first thank you for sharing 
your time, experiences, and 
insights with Wisconsin 
State Reading Association 
members. 

Your first book, Nature Girl, 
was published in 2010, yet 
I know you began the book 
several years earlier. What 
inspired you to write this 
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story of a young somewhat self-centered girl named 
Megan who sets off alone on the Appalachian Trail?

Jane: I spent my childhood in Mequon, Wisconsin, 
where I enjoyed the freedom to roam through the 
woods behind my house. My daughter was growing 
up in Brooklyn, New York. I wanted her to have 
the same experiences that I did, so one summer 
we rented a house in Vermont. I quickly discovered 
placing a city girl in the country had lots of comic 
potential. I should clarify that my daughter was not 
miserable like Megan. In fact, Megan is more like 
me when I was a child. I often felt grumpy and mis-
understood, and overwhelmed by feelings I couldn’t 
control—until I found comfort in the woods. And so, 
in my novel, my character Megan learned self-reli-
ance and a real appreciation for nature. She found 
herself by getting lost in the woods. 

Sandra: What do you want the reader to take away 
from Megan’s story?

Jane: I want readers to be inspired by Megan’s 
improbable journey. She starts out as someone bur-
dened by her “yucky” inner voice, which reminds 
her that she can’t do anything. But she learns, as 
my character Trail Blaze Betty says, that the only 
way to fail is to quit. I also want readers to share 
my appreciation for nature. Its beauty is soothing 
and inspirational. Being in nature also provides a 
healthy perspective. We are not alone in the world—
we are connected to other living things. 

Sandra: You mention in an interview with Darlene 
Beck-Jacobson (Beck-Jacobson, July 31, 2015) that 
you took your daughter’s advice for Nature Girl 
which led you to rewrite the story. Can you elaborate 
a bit on what your daughter advised you and what 
you ended up doing in the rewrite for Nature Girl?

Jane: My daughter was nine at the time —the per-
fect age to read a middle-grade novel! That summer, 
we were both writing in our notebooks. At the end 
of each session, she would eagerly grab my note-
book to read what I had written that morning. I 
was thrilled by her enthusiastic response. Then 
one day, she wasn’t interested. I panicked. I asked 
her what happened. She told me that I had run out 
of story. She was absolutely right. Megan couldn’t 
just wander around lost in the woods—she needed 

to have a goal. I decided that she should hike part 

of the Appalachian Trail to meet her friend Lucy. 

My daughter also told me how to fix the ending. In 

early versions, after the friends were reunited, I had 

Megan, who was now mature and selfless, accept 

that she couldn’t be with Lucy. My daughter said 

that after the reader had suffered with Megan on 

the trail, I had to let the friends be together for more 

than five minutes. Of course she was right. And so I 

learned that one of the great pleasures of writing fic-

tion is that I can provide happy endings.

Sandra: You obviously value your daughter’s 

opinion. In fact, it seems as though she is the reader 

you write for. In his book, On Writing: The Memoir 

of a Craft, Stephen King (2000) stated that all 

writers should write for an imaginary or real reader. 

When you wrote Nature Girl, your daughter was 

nine years old. Now that she is older and away at 

college, how has this changed your writer/reader 

relationship and your approach to story or character 

development?

Jane: My daughter is still one of my early readers—

when she isn’t studying for finals or working on her 

BA thesis. She is a superb analyst and a talented 

writer herself. Her critical advice remains valuable, 

even though her personal problems are more adult. 

(Although she tells me that college kids can still act 

like middle-schoolers.)

I haven’t wanted to write for teenagers. Middle-grade 

readers are at such an important time of transition. 

They retain some innocence as they begin to grapple 

with complex issues. With middle-grade novels, I can 

keep elements of fantasy in my realistic stories. 

Stephen King is right, however. Writers should write 

for a particular reader. As a beginning writer, I was 

too focused on showing what I could do instead of 

sharing a story with someone else. It was extremely 

helpful to have a young reader in the house. Now 

that my daughter is older, I’ve been lucky to get 

to know other young readers—some of whom are 

boys. I keep them in my pocket as my touchstones. 

I constantly ask myself, what would Eliza think? 

Would Owen be interested in this? Books need 

readers. I don’t consider my books to be finished 

until someone has responded to them. 
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Sandra: Your second book, The Girl Behind the 
Glass (2011), is a fascinating story of love and family 
that involves a ghost and a mystery. I can’t help but 
wonder if you were interested in the supernatural 
when you were younger. Tell us what inspired this 
storyline and the ghost character, Ruth? 

Jane: I never had any experiences with actual 
ghosts, but as a child I was very aware that objects 
were haunted by their former owners. An inscrip-
tion in an old book, a burn mark on a bed frame, a 
broken doll—all conjured up stories. 

My initial idea for The Girl Behind the Glass was 
to have twins invent a ghost to play a trick on their 
older sister. The twist was that the ghost would be 
real. As I thought more about the ghost, the character 
and the story deepened. What had happened to Ruth? 
Why was she stuck in the house? Who had she been 
when she was alive? What would happen to anyone 
left alone for years with just bats and spiders for com-
panions? After several drafts, I hit upon the idea of 
telling the story from the point of view of the ghost. 
The character of Ruth really came alive for me when 
I decided that she would love books. Her favorite 
would be The Bastable Children by E Nesbit (1929), 
my mother’s favorite book when she was a girl. In 
fact, I have her well-loved copy. Haunted, in this case, 
in a very good way, because underneath my mother’s 
name and address is another name … “Ruth.”

Sandra: Each of your first four books features ani-
mals in one role or another. In Nature Girl, Megan 
travels with her little dog, Arp. In Girl Behind the 
Glass, the ghost Ruth protects the bats in the attic of 
her family’s home. 

But the animals in your third and fourth books take 
on a different role. They are characters within the 
story offering a different point of view. I love the 
parrot, Zeno, with all his self-centeredness in The 
Desperate Adventures of Zeno and Alya (2013). In 
the opening chapter, Zeno does not understand that 
his owner, Dr. Agard, has just died and is indignant 
towards Agard’s assistant. 

“Get that bird out of here,” the assistant shouted.

That bird? The assistant should have learned 
Zeno’s name by now. Dr. Agard had told the assis-
tant often enough.

“Zeno,” Zeno squawked. “Booful, briyant Zeno” (7).

Mau, the feral cat in The Book of Dares for Lost 
Friends (2015) weaves the characters of the book 
together as subtly as a cat weaves in and out of a 
room of visitors. Throughout the book, Mau sees 
what others are unable to. 

But the other girl, the one called Lanora, was dif-
ferent. Mau spent a lot of time secretly observing 
her. Lanora wasn’t a cat. She had no tail under her 
brightly colored skirt. And yet there was some-
thing about Lanora that Mau found to be familiar. 
Perhaps it was the intensity with which Lanora 
did absolutely nothing (3-4).

Both Zeno and Mau are fully developed person-
alities, centrally placed within the story. What led to 
this shift from minor object to supporting character 
for the animals in your stories?

Jane: A young reader once 
asked why I always had ani-
mals in my stories. I like to 
include them because they 
can help connect us to nature, 
which is a theme I like to 
explore. 

In my recent books, animals 
have become more important 
because of Zeno. I wrote The 

Desperate Adventures of Zeno and Alya because of 
my obsession with African gray parrots. I had read 
about the research Dr. Pepperberg is doing on their 
cognitive abilities. Her book Alex and Me contains 
so much insight into the minds of the birds. I was 
fascinated by how smart they were and their dis-
tinct personalities. Alex the parrot liked to be the 
smartest one in the room. Dr. Pepperberg made use 
of his emotions to teach him. I took a few creative 
liberties with my own parrot, Zeno. But I did my best 
to be true to what an intelligent parrot might actu-
ally think—and feel. 

After writing about birds, I had to write about a 
cat. We live with a cat named Blackberry. Like 
many cat lovers, I have spent hours wondering what 
Blackberry is thinking. She acts as if she is a direct 
descendant to the Egyptian gods. She wouldn’t have 
been satisfied with being a pet. And so I gave the cat 
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Mau a more important part to play. She embodies 
the mystery and the magic that the story needed. 
And since she has no owner, she can connect the 
different strands of the story. From a purely tech-

nical point of view, I needed 
Mau to describe the Tasman 
scenes because if I got inside 
his head, I would have had to 
reveal his painful secret. 

Sandra : Your latest book, 
Ma r y  Je m i s o n :  Na t i v e 
American Captive (2016), is 
your first non-fiction book. I 

enjoyed reading this book, partly because I was a 
history teacher for many years, but mainly because 
you skillfully bring to life Mary Jemison, her emo-
tional and physical struggles as a captive, while 
at the same time creating empathy for the Seneca 
people who adopted her. How did you get involved 
with this book project? And, can you describe what 
it was like working on non-fiction as opposed to 
fiction? What challenges did you face writing non-
fiction and how did you overcome them? 

Jane: This book is part of the new series BASED ON 
A TRUE STORY. Four authors were given the chal-
lenge of writing a story about a real person. I was 
assigned Mary Jemison. She lived during the French 
and Indian war, when there was so much violence 
and fear. After Mary was kidnapped, the Seneca 
tribe chose not to seek revenge upon Mary, but to 
adopt her. I can’t imagine living with one’s enemy. 
And yet, I did have to imagine it to write about it. 

The greatest challenge I faced was how to bring the 
complexities of Mary and the Seneca to life. I was 
acutely aware of my limitations, as a person of a dif-
ferent time and heritage. I strive to be respectful of 
all my characters, whether they are ghosts, parrots, 
or pesky little brothers. In this book, it was even 
more important to tell the story fairly. I couldn’t 
ignore the violence of the time. All I could do was 
try to put that violence in a context. And hope that 
my efforts to describe the life of the Seneca would 
be able to communicate the riches of their culture.

This to me is one of the best parts about being a 
writer—and a reader. Books are one of the best 

ways to increase our understanding of all people 
and situations. 

I had always been a little shy about tackling his-
torical fiction. But in reality, I do a lot of research 
for all the books I write. I love learning new things. 
And I know that many young readers do too. It’s so 
gratifying when a nugget of information enhances 
the emotions of the story. For example, the Seneca 
planted corn, beans, and squash together to help 
them grow. They referred to them as the three sis-
ters, which turned out to be a lovely image for Mary 
and her Seneca sisters. 

Sandra: I can’t wait to read what you’re working 
on next. Can you give us a little description of it? 
(Consider this a ‘teaser’.)

Jane: I’m working on two books that will both be 
published in May of 2017. They are about a boy who 
has too much imagination. He calls himself Clint 
McCool, even though his real name is Walter. His 
brain flashes get him in and then out of trouble. In 
one book, he tries to be in a monster movie being 
filmed on his street. In the other, his plans to be a 
super hero are ruined when the water main breaks. 
In both, he learns the valuable lesson that inspira-
tion isn’t enough–he needs some self-control to 
really save the day. 

Sandra : Thanks, again, for spending some time 
with us. But, before you go, could you share some 
writing advice for all the middle school and high 
school writers out there?

Jane: Thank you for giving me the chance to share 
more about what I do. Your questions were so 
thoughtful and well researched. 

I’m so grateful that I have the opportunity to use 
my imagination and my curiosity to discover more 
about our wonderful world. My advice to writers is:

• Be patient. It’s okay if it takes you a long time to 
get it right.

• Be persistent. As Trail Blaze Betty says, the only 
way to fail is to quit.

• Be passionate. Your readers will love what you 
love. 

• And READ!
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Jane Kelly enjoys doing school visits and interacting 
with her young readers. She can be reached at her 
Web site “Jane Kelley” at http://www.janekelley-
books.com/Welcome.html.
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Differentiated Literacy 
Strategies for English Language 
Learners Grades 7–12
Gayle H. Gregory & Amy Burkman 
(2012).  California:  Corwin.

Reviewed by Lara M. Christoun, EdD
Assistant Professor of Education, Carthage College

A
u t h o r s  G a y l e 
Gregory and Amy 
B u r k m a n  c o l -
l ec t ive ly  o f fe r 

an invaluable  array 
of expertise ranging 
f r o m  K - 1 2  i n s t r u c -
t i o n  a n d  a d m i n i s -
t r a t i o n ,  u n i v e r s i t y 
instruction, curriculum 
consultant experience, 
instructional leader-
ship, brain-compatible 

learning, and how to effectively use data to differ-
entiate instructional and assessment strategies. 
Gayle Gregory and Amy Burkman also co-authored 
Differentiated Literacy Strategies for English 
Language Learners, Grades K–6 (2011). In addi-
tion, Gayle Gregory is the author of multiple educa-
tional resources some of which include the following: 
Data Driven Differentiation in the Standards-Based 
Classroom, Second Edition (2014, with Lin Kuzmich), 
Differentiated Instructional Strategies: One Size 
Doesn’t Fit All, Third Edition (2013, with Carolyn 
Chapman), Differentiated Instructional Strategies 
Professional Learning Guide: One Size Doesn’t Fit 
All, Third Edition (2013). 

Gregory and Burkman’s latest co-authored work 
is entitled Differentiated Literacy Strategies for 
English Language Learners Grades 7–12 (2012). It 
provides a multitude of ways to practically engage 

adolescent English Language Learners (ELLs) in 
all stages of literacy development. This adaptable 
resource is organized across eight literacy domains 
that holistically and practically describe how educa-
tors can support and engage adolescent ELLs that 
function at or behind academic grade level expecta-
tions. Several highlights of this work include: how to 
create a comfortable and appropriate climate best 
suited for accelerated literacy learning, how to get to 
know the literacy learner, technological and innova-
tive literacy strategies, and how to manage instruc-
tion in the differentiated literacy classroom. 

From the onset, Gregory and Burkman pragmati-
cally provide teachers with appropriate, practical 
strategies to close the achievement gap. They under-
stand that time, resources and support are in short 
supply and believe that the key to closing the gap 
involves the acquisition of skills and demonstra-
tions of learning that clearly reflect a high degree 
of literacy (p.3). As such, they detail how and why 
academic learning involves a depth of thinking and 
expression of thought that is required for academic 
success but also survival in a fast-paced twenty-first 
century global economy. 

The authors address and clearly explain the five 
levels of language proficiency by providing a detailed 
description of each proficiency level that includes 
what students are able to do in terms of their ability 
to listen, speak, read, and write. The descriptors are 
easy to read and should prove helpful for teachers 
who need a quick snapshot of what students can 
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produce with regard to each student’s proficiency 
level across the four learning domains. 

As I read through the eight frameworks addressed 
in this work, it is apparent that the four literacy 
competencies addressed by the authors are the 
keys to academic success. Their literacy strate-
gies revolve around these competencies: functional, 
content-area, technological, and innovative. The 
book addresses a number of easy to use strategies 
and visual examples that address a multitude of 
student needs. Gregory and Burkman stress that 
learning strategies designed to increase student 
learning should be centered on student struggle and 
attributes. The authors also clearly detail how brain 
research is needed to better understand how stu-
dents acquire literacy. For instance, the authors note 
that mastering oral language is essential in building 
formal literacy skills. They define and describe 
nine factors linked to how the brain learns. They 
also address the holistic needs of students by high-
lighting a “basic toolkit” for teachers that address 
ELL academic need and how teachers can support 
racial and cultural diversity in their classrooms. 

This book’s layout is very user-friendly and includes 
100 ways to engage adolescent ELLs. As an example, 
there are numerous graphic organizers that are 
adaptable across disciplines and are appealing to 

adolescent learners. Several themes or examples 

of these organizers include: building blocks of a 

story, delving into details, story analysis, problems 

and solutions, anticipation guides, and strategies to 

engage learners before, during and after reading. 

These templates are easily adaptable for all learners 

including the varying ELL proficiency levels. 

As one who is supportive of ELL interests, I was 

glad to note that Gregory and Burkman stress the 

need to engage and support ELLs both academically 

and emotionally. They describe how emotions are 

critical to the learning process and include research 

detailing how emotions interfere with students’ 

learning. In their words, “how a student feels about 

being at school will impact his or her success” (p. 

41). A final “take-a-way” for this book review was 

summed up well by Gregory and Burkman. “Literacy 

is the gateway to eliminating prejudice and inviting 

invention and reinvention of our lives and our stu-

dents’ lives” (p. 208). 
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