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Co-Teaching Reading in a Sixth Grade Classroom:  
Results of a Yearlong Action Research Project 

 
 

Nisreen Daoud & Amanda Frank  
George Mason University 

Bucknell Elementary School  
 
 

Teaching reading is a complex activity that requires educators, administrators, 
and professionals to constantly search for innovative ways to reach all students.  
Classrooms are composed of diverse learners coming from varying backgrounds.  
Elementary classrooms include learners from specific subgroups such as special 
education, English language learners, low socioeconomic status, and multiple cultures.  
Co-teaching has arisen as an instructional format that allows for differentiation for 
learners and consistent support for teachers.  The authors of this manuscript decided 
to try co-teaching as an innovation to support their instruction.  To investigate the 
effects of co-teaching on our pedagogy as teachers, we developed an action research 
study in our classroom to look at reading workshop.  

 
The Researchers 

 Nisreen had been teaching for three years at the start of the action research 
and had previously taught fourth and fifth grade.  She has a master’s degree in 
curriculum and instruction and is currently completing a doctoral program in literacy 
with a secondary emphasis on teaching and teacher education.  Amanda had been 
teaching fourth grade for two years at the start of the action research project.  She 
also has a master’s degree in curriculum and instruction, and she is currently 
completing a literacy specialist program.  Both authors graduated from the same 
university, during separate years.  After working together for three years, we became 
good friends.  While we have a strong working relationship, we also have a strong 
friendship outside of the school as well.  

As we embarked on our first year teaching sixth grade in a new school for both 
of us, we discussed the need for us to use an innovative method to reach our students.  
After much trial and error, we settled on the use of co-teaching.  The administration 
expected departmentalization as a model the upper grades should adopt.  We argued 
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for the need to find a model that worked for our teaching style.  As a result, around 
October we decided to use an action research study to investigate our co-teaching.  

 
Our Study 

Since research has shown that co-teaching can be an effective instructional 
strategy that collaborative teams can employ (Dupuis & Woerdehoff, 1967; Gately & 
Gately, 2001; Jeon, 2010; Murata, 2002; Nierengarten, 2013), we decided to use that 
as an alternative to the departmentalizing that was occurring in other grades.  When 
we realized that combining our classrooms would be the best model, we decided to 
conduct an action research study to examine the process of two general education 
teachers co-teaching throughout the year.  In strategizing, we knew that attempting to 
collect data on every subject would be overwhelming in our already busy schedules.  
Since we are both currently seeking degrees in literacy, looking at reading seemed like 
a logical focus.  We explored the time necessary for planning for team teaching 
practices in reading workshop.  We also observed and reflected on the instructional 
strategies used in our co-teaching settings.  The following research questions guided 
our study:  

1. What does co-teaching look like during planning and implementation of 
reading workshop? 

2. How much time is needed to plan for reading workshop during contract 
hours and outside of contract hours in a co-taught classroom? 

 
Our Reading Workshop Model 

According to Carbon and Reynolds (2013), teachers must account for variability 
in student needs during instruction.  Furthermore, Ivey (1999) suggests that schools 
need to evaluate how instruction currently accommodates the differences in learners 
by changing the material, genre, and difficulty level while considering the 
interdisciplinary functionality of curriculum.  Providing an array of resources and 
choice, Worthy and colleagues (1999) advocate, can help students have a vested 
personal interest in instruction and can increase adolescents’ motivation, effort, and 
attitude towards reading.  
 For example, Ivey and Broaddus (2001) concluded that time to read in schools 
was critical for engagement as their results showed that high engagement of reading 
included time to read, time to listen to teachers read, and access to interesting 
material.  Similarly, Francois (2009) found that if teachers used a combination of 
reading workshop, whole-class novel teaching, and independent reading, students 
were more motivated and engaged.  In addition, several researchers have also found 
that the use of one-on-one conferences and interactions can be successful for diverse 
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learners and should be integrated into the instructional block (Francois, 2009; Zenkov 
& Harmon, 2009).  
 With this research in mind, we structured our reading workshop block to 
include these components.  To meet the needs of all our learners, reading workshop 
included: focus lessons, guided reading, independent reading, read alouds, one-on-one 
conferences, small group work, independent work, and whole group activities.  
 

Why Action Research?  
Action research is the process in which teachers systematically carry out 

research practices in their own classrooms (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1990).  One way 
to promote inquiry in schools is through the use of action research.  Many researchers 
have found that using action research can be an effective professional development 
strategy for schools, institutions, and teachers (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1990; Darling-
Hammond, 1995; Henson, 2001; Rhine, 1998).  Action research gives each individual 
teacher a chance to explore aspects of his or her classroom they have identified as an 
area of concern.  Researchers have found that teachers who took part in research felt 
as if they were responsible for their own professional development and it helped them 
strengthen their teaching (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1990; Henson, 2001).  Engaging in 
research is a reflective process.  Henson (2001) observed that research caused teachers 
to be more motivated in their teaching.  This gives teachers a way to take charge of 
their learning (Darling-Hammond, 1995).  The teacher is given choice in how they 
engage in learning and can strengthen their way of knowing independently.  This 
process has been referred to as human agency (Henson, 2001).  In addition, as 
Darling-Hammond (1995) concluded, action research is a process that requires 
teachers to construct their own classroom strategies.  Teachers are able to work 
towards an authentic learning experience.  

The reflexivity and flexibility of action research seemed appropriate for our 
focus.  After reviewing literature on action research, we chose this as an avenue to 
study our co-teaching.  In the remaining portion of the article, we describe our process 
and discuss the findings from our examination throughout most of the school year. 

 
What is Co-Teaching? 

The idea of working partnerships and collaboration between professionals is 
most commonly referred to as co-teaching, but sometimes interchangeable with team 
teaching (Gately & Gately, 2001; Jeon, 2010; Nierengarten, 2013).  The definition of 
co-teaching is versatile depending on the environment—that is, many different models 
exist (Carpenter, Crawford, & Walden, 2007).  Five common forms of co-teaching 
include: one teach-one assist, station teaching, parallel teaching, alternative teaching, 
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and team teaching (Vaughn, Schumm, & Arguelles, 1997).  Each form can further be 
implemented in various modes as well.  For example, team teaching styles may 
include tag team, speak and add, speak and chart, and duet (Sands, Kozleski, & 
French, 2000).  Nierengarten (2013) refers to co-teaching as two or more professionals 
delivering instruction in a blended classroom in which the professionals share a 
physical space.  Co-teaching is seen as a collaborative effort by professionals to create 
a dynamic classroom environment.  Carpenter and his colleagues (2007) discussed the 
ambiguity in the common understanding of what constitutes co-teaching.  Some 
researchers see it as a process in which two teachers plan, instruct, and assess 
students together (Mirza & Iqbal, 2014).  

Gately and Gately (2001) present eight key components necessary for co-
teaching to flourish: interpersonal communication, physical arrangement, familiarity 
with curriculum, curriculum modifications goals, instructional planning, instructional 
presentation, classroom management, and assessment.  Effective co-teaching requires 
dedication, time, and motivation in order for success to be achieved.  Murata (2002) 
found that teachers view co-teaching as an innovative practice that requires 
designated planning time, team time, and interdisciplinary teaching.  Open 
communication is seen as one of the greatest factors promoting co-teaching and 
building community among professionals (Gately & Gately, 2001; Jeon, 2010; Murata, 
2002).   
 Co-teaching can be placed on a three-stage continuum including beginning 
stage, compromising stage, and collaborating stage (Gately and Gately, 2001).  Co-
teachers should aspire to reach the collaborative stage.  The collaborative stage allows 
for seamless communication and interactions.  Jeon (2010) concluded that strong co-
teaching teams allow for teaching skills, cultural understanding, and collaborative 
partnerships to be shared.  In addition to the importance of learning from one another, 
Nierengarten (2013) recommends that co-teaching be planned carefully so as to not 
diminish the effectiveness of the practice.  Co-teaching is a delicate art in which 
professionals and administrators must actively participate in order to be successful.  
According to Dupuis and Woerdehoff (1967), team teaching can lead to more efficient 
teaching.  
 
School Site 

The school is located in the suburbs of the east coast in one of the largest 
counties in the United States.  As one of the smallest schools in the county, it serves a 
population fewer than 300 students from preschool to sixth grade.  It is a Title I school 
composed of 40% English language learners and forty-five percent limited English 
proficiency.  As an inclusion school, twenty percent of students qualify for special 
education services.  Over 78% of students receive free or reduced lunch.  School 
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demographics identify that 60% of students are Hispanic, 20% are black, 12% percent 
are White, 5% are Asian, and 2% identify as other.  Our class, including 29 students, 
mirrors the school characteristics mentioned above.  
 
Data Collection  
 Triangulation, having multiple data sources, allows more trustworthiness of 
results (Creswell, 2003; Glesne, 2011; Maxwell, 2013).  Therefore, we collected several 
data sources over the course of our action research.  For the purposes of our study, we 
collected data through observations, a reflection journal kept by Nisreen, 
documentation log of planning time, and a student survey.  As can be seen in Table 1, 
we ensured that all data sources aligned with our research questions to provide more 
accurate results.  
 
Table 1 
Matrix displaying research questions and data sources 

Research Questions Data Sources 
What does team teaching look 
like during planning and 
implementation of reading 
workshop?  

• Monthly observations of reading workshop 
instruction  

• Reflection journal during lessons and debriefs 
with observer  

How much time is needed to plan 
for a literacy block during 
contract hours and outside of 
contract hours in a team taught 
classroom?  

• Documentation of amount of time spent 
planning for reading workshop  

• During contract hours  
• Outside contract hours  
• Planning independently  
• Planning as a team 

• Journal reflections during planning  
  

Observations were conducted on a monthly basis by the instructional coach in 
our building.  During some months more than one observation was completed.  Prior 
to the start of the study, we thoroughly discussed the areas we wanted to focus on in 
our co-teaching.  We decided to focus on areas that presented a unified front to our 
students and ensured equal partnership in authority and instruction.  As can be seen 
in Appendix A, the areas we focused observations on included: use of the words “we” or 
“us,” use of the word “I,” pauses in between teacher instruction, eye contact between 
teachers, frequency of teacher 1 talking, frequency of teacher 2 talking, and room for 
comments and questions.  Due to scheduling conflicts, school events, weather, and 
time off, six observations were completed between November and April.  The observer 
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videotaped all observations and completed the observation chart after observing at her 
convenience.  Debriefing occurred as a team the following morning to discuss the 
lesson observed.  
 As mentioned above, Nisreen maintained a reflection journal.  Notes from 
debriefing meetings, planning discussions, informal talks, and reflections were written 
down.  Dates and times were recorded for each note written.  In addition, as can be 
seen in Appendix B, a chart of planning time was recorded on a weekly basis.  The 
chart included: the start and end dates of the week, the amount of time spent planning 
by each teacher individually during contract hours, the amount of time spent planning 
by each teacher individually outside of contract hours, the amount of time spent 
planning as a team during contract hours, and the amount of time spent planning 
outside of contract hours.  The planning time recorded included time planning for mini 
lessons, student work time, guided reading, and any other preparation work done for 
reading.  
 
Data Analysis  
 To analyze data related to research question one, we first compiled a list of the 
components of co-teaching mentioned by researchers discussed above.  With the list in 
mind, we reviewed journal reflections and observational comments looking for 
examples.  In addition, researchers had conversations discussing what factor each 
piece in the observational chart represented.  Once consensus was met, frequencies 
across the observations were accounted for.  Discussed in the following section are the 
recurring factors our data revealed.  Question two was analyzed by finding the 
average time for each category on the chart.  In addition, any reflection discussing 
relevant time barriers was noted.  

 
Results 

What does co-teaching look like during planning and implementation of 
reading workshop?  

Co-teaching is a complex process that requires the use of several components in 
order for success to be achieved (Dupuis & Woerdehoff, 1967; Gately & Gately, 2001; 
Jeon, 2010; Murata, 2002; Nierengarten, 2013).  Our findings collected from 
observations and reflections also demonstrate the complexity of co-teaching.  We 
identified seven key components that stood out in our co-teaching, as can be seen in 
the figure below (Chanmugam & Gerlach, 2013; Murata, 2002).  These components 
allowed us to better conceptualize instruction in order to be more effective.  
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Figure 1  
Components of our co-teaching  

 
  

Power and responsibility sharing was essential for success as we navigated 
through co-teaching.  Sharing all aspects of the class was established prior to the start 
of our instruction time together.  As Chanmugam and Gerlach (2013) described, the 
negotiation of shared responsibility naturally emerged through conversations.  
Through this journey, we quickly learned how important it was to continue to 
collaborate in order to be seen as equal classroom leaders by students.  

Time management was of the utmost importance.  As two busy teachers, who 
are also in school working on graduate degrees, ensuring time was allocated efficiently 
was necessary (Murata, 2002).  With the support of our administration, we had at 
least an hour almost every day to work together.  As planning everything together was 
important for success, we had to keep strict time limits, avoid distractions, and stay 
focused at all times.  Thus, open communication was critical not only to planning but 
also during instruction.  The use of verbal, nonverbal, and social skills was employed 
in order to effectively engage in communication (Gately & Gately, 2001).  We 
communicated on a consistent basis for all school related matters in order to make 
decisions as a co-team.  This reminded us that co-teaching requires the matching of 
very compatible teachers (Murata, 2002).  Having worked together prior to co-teaching 
made the transition easier.  Although we did know each other, being willing to change 
required time.  Both of us had a distinct teaching style and finding the best way to 
mesh the two took many conversations and plenty of frustration.  As a result, 
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communication was vital in order to overcome frustration to create a more effective co-
teaching team.  

Working together not only benefitted the students, but also provided both of us 
with daily professional development.  Being able to observe each other, be observed 
together, and get constant feedback from colleagues and peers provided us with 
learning opportunities on a consistent basis (Chanmugam & Gerlach, 2013).  Both of 
us were able to learn about our strengths and weaknesses.  Together, through the 
process of planning, we were able to better understand the curriculum and plan more 
effectively (Gately & Gately, 2001).  It was a constant learning experience for both of 
us as we learned about each other, effective collaboration, the current content, and 
ourselves.  
 
How much time is needed to plan for reading workshop during contract 
hours and outside of contract hours in a co-taught classroom?  

Co-teaching requires a lot of planning.  We first planned with efficiency in 
completing plans as the primary goal.  Each one of us would focus on a specific 
component of reading and come up with lessons.  We quickly realized that this lack of 
communication usually led to one of us unprepared for a lesson and frustration.  We 
then shifted our focus to planning as a team to ensure unison and that both of us were 
prepared.  Planning was important to us and we knew that it would require a lot of 
time in order for us to plan all pieces together (Murata, 2002).  As can be seen in the 
chart below, about an hour each week was devoted to planning for reading.  Most 
planning was completed during contract hours.  
 
Table 2 
Summary of planning time  

Individual teacher- 
during contract hours 

Team during 
contract hours 

Team outside contract 
hours 

Total time spent 

~10 minutes ~28 minutes ~20 minutes ~54 minutes 
 
It is important to note that many factors influenced the weekly planning times 

above.  Time spent during certain weeks fluctuated depending on the content, the 
schedule, and other external factors.  Some weeks required more or less time.  
Weather and other events also required a lot of shifting of lessons, thus cutting down 
planning time for that week.  In addition, since both of us were new to the curriculum 
and content, some weeks required time for familiarizing ourselves, looking for 
resources, and planning (Gately & Gately, 2001).  As we began to settle into co-
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teaching, planning became routine.  We became more efficient as we learned how to 
use the co-teaching components described above.  

 
Conclusions  

 Based on our action research, we felt that co-teaching was an advantageous 
strategy that benefitted not only our students but also us as professionals.  As Murata 
(2002) stated, co-teaching is not for every teacher or every school.  Many factors, as we 
found, are necessary in order to effectively co-teach.  For our purposes, the key factors 
that became evident included power sharing, responsibility sharing, time 
management, appropriate matching of teachers, communication, openness to change, 
and consistent professional development (Chanmugam & Gerlach, 2013; Gately & 
Gately, 2001; Murata, 2002).  While these were the essential components for success, 
many other secondary elements also allowed for our co-teaching to take place 
including factors such as administrative support, space, and student attitudes.  
 While the focus of our action research was on planning for reading, we co-
taught throughout the entire school day.  The above data do not fully describe the 
amount of time necessary for planning for all subjects.  Since planning for reading was 
largely done during the school day, other subjects had to be planned outside of 
contract hours.  In addition, this does not reflect the time planning for writing took.  
Regardless, the components discussed above reflect the key components necessary for 
successful co-teaching in all content areas.  
 Future research would benefit from continuing to investigate how co-teaching 
develops in classrooms.  In addition, examining teacher attitudes during co-teaching 
would be another area worth studying.  Our co-teaching efforts continue as we 
investigate how to develop in our second year of working together.  We anticipate a 
stronger collaborative and successful co-teaching year as experience should allow us to 
grow (Gately & Gately, 2001; Jeon, 2010; Nierengarten, 2013).  
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Appendix A  
 
Date of Observation:    
 
Notes of Observer:  

 
  

 Frequency of occurrence during 
observation 

 
Use of the words “we” or “us”  

 
 
 

 
Use of the word “I” 

 
 
 

 
Pauses in between teacher instruction  

 
 
 

 
Eye contact between teachers  

 
 
 

 
Frequency of teacher 1 talking  

 
 
 

 
Frequency of teacher 2 talking  
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Appendix B  
 

Record of Planning Time  
Week 
Start 
Date  

Week 
End 
date  

Teacher 1 
during 
contract 
hours  

Teacher 1 
outside of 
contract 
hours  

Teacher 2 
during 
contract 
hours 

Teacher 2 
outside of 
contract 
hours 

Team  
during 
contract 
hours 

Team 
outside of 
contract 
hours 

Total 
time 
spent  

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

Note: planning time includes time for lesson planning, preparation of materials, 
guided reading, and instructional activities 
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Promoting Science Inquiry:  
Text Sets as a Gateway to Learning 

 
 

April Mattix Foster & Jennifer Drake Patrick 
George Mason University 

 
 

Inquiry-based learning is defined as a “student centered, active learning 
approach focused on questioning, critical thinking, and problem solving” (Savery, 
2015, p. 10).  The growing body of work surrounding inquiry-based learning has 
demonstrated that inquiry-based teaching practices result in significant increases in 
student performance, lead learners to understand material more deeply, and 
encourage students to apply their learning to new situations and contexts (Darling-
Hammond et. al, 2008).  While the value of instilling an inquiry mindset into 
classrooms is well-supported, rigorous schedules and pacing guides can at times 
present a challenge for engaging in inquiry-based instruction in practice.  One way to 
help overcome these challenges and support inquiry in the classroom is through the 
use of rich text sets.  Text sets are collections of books related by a common theme, 
topic, or idea.  These collections contain books and materials from different genres and 
different reading levels, all centered around one common focal idea.  These text 
collections can help serve as a foundation for supporting and promoting inquiry-based 
learning in the classroom and can function as a tool for teachers to support readers of 
various levels during theme-based units of instruction.    
 

Why Use Text Sets? 
 There is general consensus that reading and writing are integral to doing 
science (Ebbers, 2004; Norris & Phillips, 2002).  Integrating powerful text sets into the 
science curriculum engages students in the work of the real scientific community.  
Reading across texts pushes students to evaluate, synthesize, and examine ideas and 
concepts, which is complementary to the types of thinking fostered in an inquiry-based 
classroom (Ebbers, 2002).  Because text sets contain a wide variety of books, they 
provide an ideal means for promoting not only literacy development, but also engaging 
students in inquiry-based learning.  This blend of purposeful reading within an 
inquiry setting will  deepen students’ conceptual understanding and content 
acquisition.  Text sets provide a number of benefits in the classroom as they support 
content literacy and knowledge, establish opportunities to explore diverse and complex 
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texts, encourage students to draw conclusions from multiple resources, enable 
students to view issues and topics through a variety of perspectives, and help meet the 
varied interests of students—all while allowing teachers to help establish links with 
the Common Core State Standards ELA/Literacy Connections (Craig & Guthrie, 
2014).  Moreover, having access to multiple texts promotes student engagement and 
interest (Allington, 2007; Craig & Guthrie, 2014).  The power of using text sets in the 
classroom is immense, and their potential to enhance the student learning experience 
makes them a worthwhile investment for teachers.   
 

How to Create a Text Set 
 Text sets do not have to be time intensive preparation endeavors by teachers.  
While initial text set planning to create rich text sets may take some time, established 
text sets are a valuable resource that can be modified and reused in future classes, so 
the initial investment in time will pay off in dividends as teachers can create text set 
resource lists that can be utilized as starting points for multiple years.   
 The first step in creating a text set is to delineate a unit or a theme such as 
weather or overcoming obstacles.  Next, teachers can brainstorm topics that would be 
associated with the unit and use these as key search criteria for finding texts.  There 
are a plethora of resources that can be used for finding text set resources.  Teachers 
may want to consider exploring Booklist (http://www.booklistonline.com/), American 
Library Association (http://www.ala.org/), International Board on Books for Young 
People (www.ibby.org/), or International Literacy Association 
(http://www.reading.org/).  Depending upon the theme or unit, teachers can also 
consider reviewing the websites of leading subject matter associations.  For example, if 
teachers are looking for texts to accompany a math unit, they could use the National 
Council of Teachers of Mathematics site (www.nctm.org), or the National Council of 
Teachers of English (www.ncte.org) for Language Arts units, the National Science 
Teachers Association (www.nsta.org) for science units, or the National Council for the 
Social Studies (http://www.socialstudies.org/) for units on social sciences.  School 
librarians are also a wealth of information.  

When books are being selected, it is important for teachers to consider an 
evaluation system to ensure that the text set is composed of high quality books with 
appropriate content, various reading (Lexile) levels to accommodate different levels of 
readers in the classrooms, variation in genre and book type, and diverse perspectives 
on the subject.  It is also helpful to ensure that the text set includes resources that 
represent various members of different sociocultural groups, particularly those 
represented in the teacher’s classroom. 
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Ideas and Strategies for Selecting Rich and Robust Texts for Text Sets 

● Ensure the text set has a wide variety of genres represented 
● Provide a wide variety of reading levels in the texts selected so that all 

levels of readers in the classroom have multiple choices  
● Select texts that represent a wide swath of diversity, but also ensure that 

there are texts in the collection that are representative of the students in 
the classroom 

● Consider adding materials and resources that span beyond books - such as 
websites, music, pictures, maps, graphs, pamphlets, etc.  

 

Example 
 To help illustrate the development of a text set that supports inquiry-based 
learning in the classroom, a text set focused on the topic of ecosystems for a 7th grade 
classroom is presented here.   The purpose of this text set is to allow students to start 
to engage in the unit and to begin to familiarize themselves with topics and ideas in 
an ecosystems unit, so a wide variety of texts from a general, exploratory standpoint 
are identified.  A more specific text set could be created later in the unit if the teacher 
would like to focus more intently on a specific idea or theme within the unit, such as 
social responsibility and the environment or biomes.   
 
Ecosystems Text Set: Middle School  

Title Author Book Type Synopsis Topics 

Biodiversity 
 
Lexile Level: 
1200 

Dorothy 
Hinshaw 
Patent, 
illustrated 
by William 
Munoz 

Photo 
essay 

Examines the concept of 
biodiversity through a 
pictorial representation of 
the various forms of life on 
earth - and how those forms 
of life depend on each other 
for survival. 

Interdependen
ce 
Biodiversity 
Conservation 
Habitats 

Heroes of the 
environment: 
True stories of 
people who are 
helping to protect 
our planet 

Harriet 
Rohmer 

Non-fiction Presents twelve inspiring 
people (many of them young 
people) who have made it a 
mission to help protect 
different aspects of the 
environment and our 

Pollution 
Conservation 
Recycling 
Solar energy 
Mining 
Oil drilling 
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Lexile Level: 
1070 

ecosystem.  Helps reinforce 
the idea of “thinking 
globally and acting locally.” 

 

Exploring 
ecosystems with 
Max Axiom, 
super scientist 
 
Lexile Level: 750 

Agnieszka 
Biskup, 
illustrated 
by Tod G. 
Smith 

Graphic 
novel 

Max Axiom leads students 
on a behind the scenes tour 
of how ecosystems function 
in a graphic novel 
format.  Continued 
opportunities for student 
exploration are provided in 
an additional resources 
section.  

Decomposition 
Producers 
Scavengers 
 

Hoot 
 
Lexile Level: 760 

Carl 
Hiaasen 

Realistic 
fiction 

A middle school aged boy, 
Roy, sets out on a mission 
to save an endangered owl 
species, and paints a vivid 
picture of young students 
who are able to be activists 
for the environment. 

Endangered 
species 
Environmenta
l activism 

What if there 
were no bees 
 
Lexile Level: 890 

Suzanne 
Slade, 
illustrated 
by Carol 
Schwartz 

Picture 
book 

Told from the perspective of 
a bee, this picture book 
illustrates the 
interdependency of 
ecosystems.  

Interdependen
ce 
Plant life cycle 
Food chain 

Slick 
 
Lexile Level: 620 

Sara 
Cassidy 

Realistic 
fiction  

Conflict arises when 13-
year old Eliza organizes a 
protest against an oil 
company that refuses to 
pay for damages resulting 
from oil drilling in 
Guatemala.   

Social 
responsibility 

Moonbird: A year 
on the wind with 
the great 
survivor B95 
 
Lexile Level: 
1150 

Philip 
Hoose 

Informatio
nal picture 
book 

Elaborate pictures, maps, 
and scientific notes capture 
the experiences and 
challenges of the robin-
sized red knot bird, who 
travels in flocks from pole 
to pole two times a year. 

Interdependen
ce 
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The salmon 
bears: Giants of 
the great bear 
rainforest 
 
Lexile Level: 
1130 

Ian 
Macalister 
and 
Nicholas 
Reed 

Informatio
nal picture 
book  

Vivid pictures and details 
show how the bears are 
part of the life cycle in the 
rainforest as a case is 
presented for protecting the 
bears that live on the 
central coast of British 
Columbia.   

Interdependen
ce, social 
responsibility 

Frightful’s 
mountain 
 
Lexile Level: 650 

Jean 
Craighead 
George 

Realistic 
fiction  

The third in the Mountain 
Series, this book captures 
the view of the falcon as 
Sam, the main character, 
releases the endangered 
species he befriended back 
into its natural 
environment. 

Endangered 
species 

City critters: 
Wildlife in the 
urban jungle 
 
Lexile level: 1180 

Nicholas 
Read 

Non-fiction  Filled with colorful 
illustrations, pictures, and 
informative facts, this text 
explores how and why some 
wild animals live in urban 
settings. 

Social 
responsibility, 
adaptation 

 
 

Conclusion 
Creating text sets is a worthwhile endeavor.  Providing a variety of accessible, 

diverse texts for students engages them in thinking about a topic in a way that a 
single text simply cannot.  Having access to multiple texts around a topic promotes 
inquiry and essentially deepens students’ conceptual knowledge.  Using text sets is a 
viable means of supporting students in the literate practices of reading, writing, and 
talking about topics as well as engaging them actively in the process of inquiry.  Text 
sets can be, quite simply, a winning strategy for both literacy and inquiry 
development. 
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Text Set Creation Worksheet: 
http://misiciowa.org/uploads/CCSS_15_CREATING_A_COHESIVE_TEXT_SET_Work
sheet.pdf 
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Creating Global Thinkers in a Humanities Classroom: 
A Geographic Literacy Model through Language Arts 

 
 

Lisa Thayne 
Tyler Elementary 

Prince William County Schools 
 

 
Our county has a North American Geography curriculum in 5th grade.  To 

teach geography, we are given a set of geography standards based on the Virginia 
History curriculum for 5th grade.  In terms of language arts expectations, we follow 
the guided reading model presented by Jan Richardson (2009) and The Daily 5 
(Bouchey & Moser, 2006), writing lessons from Lucy Calkins (1986), vocabulary 
instruction using Marzano's (2009) strategies, and word study using the Words Their 
Way (Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton, & Johnston, 2000) program.  And now, the county 
has added the Benchmark Literacy reading program (2014).  The only problem is that 
none of the programs is going away, and the time is not increasing.  Our plates are 
full.  
 This problem is not unique to me.  Many teachers feel the same pull.  In fact, 
many districts do not feel impelled to teach social studies at all, when the majority of 
testing focus is on math and reading.  Social studies is often considered a non-
essential portion of the curriculum—something to be taught after the core curriculum 
(math and reading) is taught.  Social studies is considered enrichment (Hinde, 2005).  
In fact, many elementary teachers report that they do not have time to teach social 
studies at all (Kaplan, 2002). 

In 2009 a study was done to see how much social studies curriculum was 
actually taught in schools.  The researchers found that teachers had to integrate social 
studies curriculum into time slots allotted for mathematics and other subjects that 
were given more emphasis by the standards (Holloway & Chiodo, 2009).  Their results 
are the same findings I have in my classroom.  If I designate 60 minutes of my 
learning block to reading, and 45 minutes of my learning block to writing, I am only 
left with 15 minutes a day to teach social studies.  But, if social studies is deliberately 
integrated into the language arts curriculum, I can expand the teaching of social 
studies throughout the time block.  
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When reflecting with other colleagues about the lack of time in the classroom, 
the first suggestion is often to integrate social studies into the reading and writing 
lessons.  So, when we are studying about the Northeast Region of the US in social 
studies, the students can read and write about the settlement at Plymouth Rock.  And 
though that solution may work for some of the lessons, it may not work for all of the 
lessons.  The reading curriculum has its own pacing, and though sometimes the 
overlap of content will be obvious, at other times it will be forced. 

Integration of social studies into the language arts curriculum works in most 
cases when reading primary and secondary documents and while writing to explain 
our thinking.  But where in the language arts curriculum can I teach about latitude 
and longitude, and how to read an elevation map, or looking at the economic activity of 
an area and how it relates to their natural resources?  Specific content standards in 
geography prove difficult to integrate when much of geography is skills based.  

So how do we fit all of our social studies and language art standards and 
objectives in?  The traditional model of teaching has teachers at the front of the room 
and students listening, even though we know that lecturing is an inefficient delivery 
method (Bajak, 2014; Khan, 2012).  But still, moving away from lecture is a 
frightening and time-consuming option for some teachers.  When teachers are in a 
time crunch to deliver content, they often take away group work and hands-on 
instruction and fall back on worksheets and lectures.  In fact, survey data show that in 
courses such as history, the predominant form of content delivery is lecture (Wiggins, 
2005).  Lectures may deliver content faster, but it neither increases the quality of the 
content nor guarantees that the students will retain the content.  A new solution is 
needed. 
 
Overview of the Current Social Studies / Language Arts Disparate Model 

In the fifth grade in my county, the teachers begin by teaching social studies 
with general mapping skills (parts of a map, latitude and longitude, etc.).  Then there 
are five regions of the United States, plus Canada, Mexico and Latin America, and the 
Caribbean.  In each unit the students are taught Political features, Physical features, 
Natural Resources and Economic Activities, Historically Significant People and 
Events, and Major Landmarks/Life Today. 

The Virginia curriculum framework for all subjects is divided into several 
sections: Essential Understandings, Essential Questions, Essential Knowledge, and 
Essential Skills.  These categories tell teachers what the students need to know at the 
end of instruction, what big questions they should be able to answer, the content 
knowledge that should drive instruction, and the skills the students should be able to 
do to manipulate the content. 
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The Essential Understandings are great for focusing teacher instruction 
because they are the big picture—the “why” of the instructional standards.  For 
example, one standard in the North American Geography curriculum is 5.3b: “The 
student will explore the Northeast region of the United States by describing the 
population of the Northeast including: early settlements, historically significant 
events and places, and cultural characteristics.”  When studying the Northeast Region 
of the United States, one Essential Understanding is, “As a result of early European 
settlement and continued waves of immigration resulting from economic opportunity, 
the Northeast became a large urban and industrial center” (PWCS, 2014).  

The essential questions that the students should be able to answer about this 
standard are “Who are the people who have shaped the Northeast region, and what 
significant events in history have had an impact on the Northeast region.”  The next 
section of the document is the Essential Knowledge—these are the actual teaching 
points of the curriculum.  What the students need to know.  For the Northeast region, 
the curriculum framework document says to teach, as an example, the following: 

 

Early Settlements 
• Eastern Woodland American Indians 
• Iroquois, Huron 
• Europeans settled for economic and religious reasons beginning in the early 

1600s. 
• Plymouth Colony (1620) 
• Massachusetts Bay (1628) 

 
Historically Significant Events 

• French and Indian War (1754-1763) 
• American Independence (1770s-1780s) 
• Large scale immigration (1820s-1870s) 
• Industrial Revolution, Rhode Island (1865-1900) 
• Ellis Island, New York immigration station opened (1892) 
• Stock Market Crash (1929) 

 
If you put this essential knowledge in the framework of the entire Northeast 

Unit, it must be taught in about one week.  The curriculum guide even gives a note 
that says that there is not enough time to teach all of the content knowledge, but to 
stick closer to the big picture understanding—that they should walk away with a high 
level understanding of the curriculum.  In reality, based on discussions with my 
colleagues and direct observation, what ends up happening is that the teachers take 
the knowledge bullets literally and require direct recall of the specific facts. 
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My fifth grade students have little intrinsic interest in learning about the ports 
in the Southeast region or about the tourist attractions in the Midwest.  As a teacher, 
my job is not only to teach content but also to make it relevant to students.  It is my 
job to present information in a meaningful way, give students time to learn and 
demonstrate geographic skills they will need to know in the future, and do all this in 
an efficient way so there is still time to practice reading and writing according to the 
pacing set forth by the county.  A daunting task, but not impossible. 

So what is the solution?  First, everything still needs to be taught.  But how it is 
taught needs to be rethought.  Worksheets and lectures are not meaningful.  We need 
to integrate the content seamlessly, without sacrificing relevance to the students.  We 
do not need the students to think in discrete content areas—as in, which parts will be 
a writing grade, which will be a reading grade, etc.  Because that is one of the big 
ideas in humanities instruction—to show students that the curriculum elements are 
connected, and that all these elements are important to learn because the students 
need these skills and knowledge to become stewards and change agents of our future 
world.  The problem is that there is no one size fits all program.  And what works in 
one school is not going to work in another school.  It is up to the teachers to be the 
leaders to assess and determine the needs of what will and will not work in their 
school based on their data.  And what better way of doing that than to have an 
individualized program? 

Defining the word “literacy” is important at this point.  According the Merriam-
Webster Dictionary (2003), literacy goes beyond reading and writing: It involves being 
knowledgeable about a subject.  Literacy does not just happen in a language arts class.  
A discrete writing assessment or a reading unit test does not assess literacy.  It 
assesses the reading and writing skills you need to be literate.  So then, what content 
area subject is the point of literacy?  I would say all subject areas.  We need our 
students to have geographic literacy skills, math literacy skills, etc., in order to be 
“world literacy” students.  

In fact, Shanahan and Shanahan (2014) go further to say that not only do we 
have to acknowledge that literacy is multidisciplinary, but we have to actively teach 
the nuances and differences in the literary artifacts of each discipline.  We cannot, as 
reading teachers, just be content to read a book in a science classroom.  We have to 
teach the students how to read for science, and teach them that it is different from 
how we read in social studies.  Even the vocabulary is different—going from Latin and 
Greek based technical vocabulary in science (such as perennial) to ideological terms in 
history (such as the Middle Ages) (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2014).  Our jobs as 
teachers are to not just teach the content areas, but to teach the students how to learn 
in the content areas.  And to become literate learners rather than just “do” literacy 
lessons. 
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So my challenge was to design an integrated classroom model that could teach 
literacy in all subject areas—well beyond the traditional reading and writing 
classrooms.  Through research and practice, I have found a model that does just that.  
It requires an integrated approach—a humanities model in the elementary classroom.  
 

Implementation 
My goal was to look at one content area as an initial study, and determine a 

way of getting the students to step back, and look at the big picture of the content 
area, and think critically about the content.  As a teacher, I needed to rethink learning 
in terms of subjects, such as in “now close your social studies textbook and take out 
your writing notebook.”  Because of legal requirements of teaching minutes of certain 
populations, such as EL learners and students with IEPs, I could not deconstruct my 
schedule entirely.  But there are very few constraints on social studies in my county, 
which allowed me to explore 

Social studies (and in my case, geography) was the best subject for experimental 
purposes for several reasons: 1) our county already encourages alternate teaching 
methods to serve the gifted population—and students with special learning needs.  
But why not expand alternative methods to make the curriculum equitable across the 
board and not just the special needs populations?  2) There is not a state-mandated 
test for social studies in our county, so for initial experimentation, negative data 
would not have a direct impact on school reported progress.  3) My district is the only 
county in Virginia that teaches geography in 5th grade (whereas the rest of the state 
has U.S. History as the 5th grade curriculum), so when students move in from any 
other state or county within Virginia, they are already inherently behind.  A different 
teaching method may help that, but would not have a negative impact if the results 
were not positive.  Finally, social studies is already taught largely in reading and 
writing due to the competition of time, so integrating more would not appear to be a 
huge pedagogical shift, even if it is in the practice in my building. 

When thinking about what it meant to teach geographic literacy, my purpose 
for the kids was to understand that we explore geography through the five themes 
because by understanding how people and the land drove the progress toward present 
day society, we can learn how to harness knowledge and skills to drive the progress 
toward the future.  My approach to exploring an integrative learning model was to 
start with the big overarching question the students needed to have:  Why is this 
learning important to me? 

I began with the standards, focusing primarily on the Essential Questions and 
the Essential Understanding (and not as much on the Essential Knowledge).  From 
there, I facilitated an exploration of each geographical region.  I like to think of the 
initial learnings as explorations or quests, because the path of exploration is student 
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driven and student centered.  There were a few essential understandings all students 
must walk away with, such as vocabulary, and process skills such as determining 
longitude and latitude.  And there would need to be a series of “learning checkpoints” 
along the way to demonstrate mastery.  But beyond that, the explorations of each 
student would only be guided by the five themes of geography and the student's’ 
particular interests.  As the teacher, I would facilitate the traditional literacy lessons. 
 

What Did This Look Like in the Classroom? 
Step 1: Building the Foundation 

To begin implementation of an integrated approach, I began with a discussion 
of the five themes of geography and a set of skills challenges.  Geography needed to be 
seen as something useful and essential to my students.  So the initial learning they 
did was considered a form of collecting tools and skills that they would use in each 
future unit. 

Next, whenever I could, I frontloaded all of the facts that, in former years, the 
students would be expected to memorize.  My philosophy that I shared with the 
students is that there was not a point in collecting facts to recite.  However, I wanted 
them to learn how to locate facts and use them for a purpose. 

There were a variety of methods for teaching students how to apply collected 
knowledge to think about.  Generally, I put together a variety of skills work 
specifically to get them to think about the content.  This included use of our textbooks, 
graphic organizers to sort facts learned, and primary documents to consider and think 
about. 
 Additionally, I instructed the students in how to do reciprocal teaching 
(Palincsar & Brown, 1984).  Reciprocal teaching is essentially just reading and 
preparing the necessary background to be able to participate in a thoughtful 
discussion.  This activity served a dual purpose in practicing their reading 
comprehension skills and teaching them accountable talk (Heyman, 1983).  It was 
important for students to practice listening to each other, participate actively 
together, and to respectfully disagree and clarify information.  This was essential 
because respectful debate is essential in order to consider multiple sides of a situation. 

This section of the learning experience allowed me to differentiate for students 
and individualize instruction for those who needed remediation or extension.  It also 
allowed me to insert “checkpoints” that were the evidence that students were 
understanding, or not understanding, the concepts.  I did grade these activities but on 
a very basic level: a check when the students understood the majority of the standard, 
a half when they either completed only half or had some misconceptions that needed 
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clarifying, and a question mark for the concepts not yet mastered or demonstrated.  I 
also allowed students to fix understanding along the way. 

Though the individualized grading was time consuming, I felt like I was 
devoting more time to the students and giving them more timely feedback that they 
could hear and see right away, rather than collecting work and handing it back when I 
finished grading, at which point the student would look at the grade and then shove 
the paper to the bottom of their book bag.  With feedback through a one-on-one 
conference, I could assess their understanding quickly.  They were more likely to want 
to correct their work and get better.  The secondary benefit, which I think was just as 
important, was that I got to know my students better and faster. 
 
Classroom Examples of the Foundation Building Phase 

● Have the students read diary entries from people in the region and chart the 
examples of geography. 

● Have students use maps and local brochures to determine where they are in 
relation to the exploration, and to determine what all that location offers. 

● Have the students read various texts—trade books, textbooks, online 
resources—to paint a picture of the area. 

● Have students explore the people of a region, and the significant features and 
landmarks. 

● Allow students to create and explore timelines and cause and effect charts to 
discover more about the region. 

  
Step 2: The Immersion 

We teach reading comprehension strategies explicitly—including metacognitive 
strategies.  We teach about asking questions and visualizing.  So, it made sense to me 
that it was essential for the students to apply comprehension and metacognitive 
strategies to their content areas. 

In order to get the kids to care about the geographical regions, I wanted to give 
them a front and center view.  I searched for virtual field trips that I could guide 
students through.  Some examples included a virtual field trip to Ellis Island, one to 
Plymouth Colony with the pilgrims, and a Civil Rights field trip through the south.  
When a virtual field trip was not available, I was able to use programs like Google 
Earth to allow the kids to “fly” to the location.  We visited the sites of New York City, 
explored the cities that made up the Northeast Megalopolis, and looked the city 
growth and the coastal changes over time.  Student reflection showed that these 
immersive experiences were the highlight of the units. 
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Classroom Examples of the Immersion Phase 

● Collect newspapers and headlines from the area of study.  What connections 
can the kids see to what happened in the past and what is happening now?  
Do any of the same things still motivate us? 

● Explore photographs documenting the people and the place.  Have students 
draw connections between what they are seeing in the photographs with what 
they have learned. 

● Student created timelines to connect time periods—i.e., allow them to see 
what was happening in Europe during the U.S. Civil War. 

● Allow the exploration of primary sources (past and present)—even when the 
reading level is advanced.  Provide scaffolds to help the students digest the 
reading so they can draw their own conclusions rather than. 

● Virtual field trip investigations and interviews. 
● Provide artifacts and objects that the students can see and hold.  Allow them 

to act like real historians to make conjectures and determine what an object 
was once used for. 

● U.S. Geography connections to World Geography Connections, such as 
comparing migration due to religious persecution in different countries and 
time periods. 

● Connections to literature—exploring a novel and the motivation of the 
characters due to geography. 

● Provide opportunities for students to incorporate 3D Gaming—such as with 
Sim City, and with games like Civilization—where students have to 
participate in decision-making. 

 
Step 3: The Exploration 

The final step of the process involved a student choice project.  Students who 
had successfully completed the previous two steps submitted an inquiry-based project 
plan.  On the project plan they started with a question: What did they want to learn 
more about?  And how was it connected to what we learned in class?  Finally, I had 
them think outside of the classroom to determine whom they believed would be 
interested in the projects. 

Class, at that point, took on a “genius hour” feel.  Students worked on all types 
of projects from analyzing sports teams, creating travel journals, cookbooks, plants of 
the region, etc.  What was great about these projects was that the quality was elevated 
since it was student-centered.  Additionally, the students thought up so many more 
topics than what we could have done in class.  Finally, for students who needed more 
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instruction, I was able to spend that time since I was not standing up in the classroom 
lecturing. 

An important part of the exploration piece is having an audience for their 
learning.  When students submitted their project plan for guidance, they had to 
answer the question, “Who would be interested in your project?”  This was not just to 
get them to think of their projects in terms of a broader audience, but to actually give 
them their audience.  Some examples students wrote were the fish chef at the local 
grocery store, the owner of a local landscaping company, and military veterans.  

We divided the year in half, and created two “Gallery Walks” of projects.  The 
schedule of the gallery walks coincided with other school events to draw a greater 
crowd than just the students and their classmates.  The first gallery walk was planned 
for the same night as a school math night that focuses on test prep.  That event had 
about 20 students and parents attending, which represented about a fifth of the class.  
The community members suggested by the students were invited to the gallery walks, 
as well and three community members not related to the students attended the first 
gallery walk night.  The second gallery walk night coincided with the end of year 5th 
grade awards ceremony—well attended by both parents and students.  This evening 
did not have community members attend, but the parent support was impressive to 
the students.  Future events will have more lead time with the invitation. 
 
Benefits of an Integrated Approach to Social Studies and Language Arts 

 There were several overall benefits to integrating social studies and language 
arts.  First, I felt like both subjects were equally addressed, without either subject 
area being shortened or less important.  End-of-course test results and survey data 
also showed that the students were more engaged in the content areas and were able 
to retain even specific details of their content area learning.  The test scores increased 
from a 75% pass rate on the end of course assessment before integration to an 87% 
pass rate with integration.  Student survey data also showed that the students were 
more engaged when they could spend time researching topics interesting to them, and 
they felt like their learning was more meaningful. 
 A next step to improve even more is to plan social studies and language arts 
units that are even more integrated.  Using a project based learning model from the 
very beginning of the year would be helpful—both in terms of content retention and in 
ensuring that all standards are covered more than adequately.  Additionally, involving 
community members earlier and engaging them in the projects would be better than 
just inviting interested parties at the end of the unit.  One idea would be to involve 
more guest speakers at the beginning of projects as “community members” and to find 
a public venue for display of the work (such as the newly built community library, or 
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in online forums) would help in allowing the students to see that they are completing 
tasks for a real purpose, and not just for the sake of receiving a grade. 
 

Changes in Assessment 
One big change this methodology entails is moving away from “end of unit 

testing.”  Our county currently requires two grades in the grade book each week for 
each subject area.  And obviously assessment is important to guide instruction.  But if 
everyone will be exploring the regions from a different approach, it is hard to give 
everyone the same assessment.  I believe the assessment, like the content, should be 
real.  I graded on the strands, often with multiple activities provided to allow students 
to demonstrate their learning.  Instead of one grade at the end, I believe the 
assessment should look like a sliding scale of objectives.  The objectives would be 
interdisciplinary, and instead of getting a grade at the end, such as an A or 98%, they 
would see their progress toward the objectives for the unit. 

The students also had opportunities to collaborate through an online wiki (I 
used our School Fusion website) and through in-class meetings.  Then, demonstration 
of the standards through learning checkpoints was the fourth form of assessment.  
These all had the same outcome, but depending on the student, may have looked 
differently for different children based on their specific needs.  For example, students 
had to be able to demonstrate that they knew how to use latitude and longitude to find 
a location.  Some students incorporated latitude and longitude in their project. Others 
completed online challenges that met the objective.  And others worked directly with 
the teacher and a map to show learning. 

I gave students opportunities to learn and practice these skills in class but 
instead of a quiz, students had to show me that they had learned the essential skills.  
And not just on one day but multiple days throughout the year.  This addressed 
equitability because all students had an opportunity to demonstrate their learning.  I 
also finished all units with “gallery walks” to allow the students to display or perform 
their understanding of the region.  Their projects could be in person or online—with 
the goal of pushing their technology skills.  The students have enjoyed creating their 
own Google Earth tours, videos, and Prezi Presentations. 

The gallery projects reflected the interests of the students that developed 
through exploration.  One student showed how the art of the southwest reflects the 
culture and ideas of the native people still today, and another person looked at 
Xeriscaping to conserve water resources, and another person compared air 
conditioners and swamp coolers and talked about the technical and educational 
requirements to be employed to service both. 
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It is important to note that I did not want the final product to be graded.  In our 
area, many parents will give their students extra support if they are given the 
opportunity to work at home.  Though I do not give homework, I do not want to stifle 
their learning if they are called to learn at home.  For that reason, I emphasized the 
process and the practice as demonstrators of success. 

Because this shift in learning requires a lot of resources to meet the needs of 
many students and their varied interests, I really needed to tap into outside resources.  
I wanted to give the students experience in primary documents (I am only the 
facilitator of learning so they need to go directly to primary sources to develop 
understanding from there) and practice with collaboration.  This is an important skill 
for 5th grade students, but also important to develop as members of a classroom 
learning community, and as an important life skill.  

 
Situating an Integrated Approach 

This change in instructional approach is in line with what the Virginia 
Department of Education leadership envisions for the classrooms of Virginia (VA 
Department of Education, 2015).  If an integrated approach is well thought out, and if 
it works well in terms of a replicable and scalable model, it would not take a much for 
development into a statewide plan. 

The first idea I think would be interesting is an integrated approach to all 
content areas in elementary school.  I envision two subjects per day: a Humanities 
class and a STEM class.  While thinking about this format for education, I learned 
that my ideas really aligned with the principles behind the International 
Baccalaureate program. 

The IB program begins with a theme as a unit, and asks students to think 
about the big ideas that connect across the content areas using that theme.  The IB 
program is focused on inquiry, high standards, and research.  I wondered why, if the 
IB program was so great, why were more schools not participating?  My research led 
to two big reasons: time/training, and cost. 

In Virginia, there are about 2,093 public schools.  According to the Mid-Atlantic 
Association of IB World Schools (2015), there are at least 17 elementary schools, 38 
middle schools, and 38 high schools in Virginia designated as IB schools.  I know those 
numbers are conservative, though, because a quick glance at some of the county 
websites show additional schools not mentioned. 

Putting aside time and effort, and just focusing on cost, it appears that Virginia 
schools pay a lot of money to receive materials and assessment support under the IB 
umbrella.  It takes schools about three years to become certified at a cost of $21,000 
over those three years.  Then, elementary level has a yearly fee of $7,910, middle level 
has a yearly fee of $9,055, and the high school level has a yearly fee of $10,820.  At 
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those prices, Virginia schools have spent at least $2,139,000 to become IB schools, and 
then spend $889,720 every year to remain IB schools. 

But what would it take to develop an IB-like curriculum with resources aligned 
to the standards, and across themes, with resources at all grade levels?  To my 
understanding, this is exactly the type of alternative assessment that is a real 
possibility for Virginia’s future.  So why are we paying $2 million dollars to have an 
outstanding curriculum and then a million dollars each year to maintain that 
curriculum—in addition to our already exemplary standards-based program?  Why 
could we not reformat our thinking about education to do just that—take our existing, 
original SOL curriculum, combine content areas to get students to make connections 
across content areas, and to demonstrate their understanding at a rigorous level? 

My next steps are to begin doing that very thing.  My plan is to use the research 
I have found already to begin creating an IB-like program in my classroom, and then 
show that it is scalable to all classrooms in Virginia.  The first step is to integrate the 
pacing guide for all content areas I currently teach (reading, writing, geography), and 
move from a discrete subject model to an interdisciplinary model that focuses on the 
humanities aspect of the content.  Then, I will form a group of colleagues to support 
each other through reading and research on how to develop thinking skills with our 
students.  We will be looking at the work of Harvard University’s Project Zero as an 
additional model. 

Finally, to make this a reality, it will be necessary to work closely with my 
colleagues to show them that this model is not only doable, but will lighten the 
pressures and demands of the teacher while increasing engagement and interest of the 
students.  I want to show teachers that we are not adding “one more thing” to their 
already full plates, but just giving the teachers a different plate.  I want to give the 
teachers a plate that is balanced and invigorating, and one that ensures the success of 
all learners.  
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How Do I Find the Time to Teach Word Study? 
Methods for Program Coordination 

 
 

Gregory Mihalik 
Discovery Elementary  

Loudoun County Public Schools 
 
 

When teachers face a new initiative, a natural reaction can be hesitancy toward 
the unknown.  Changing comfortable practices, locating new resources, engaging in 
training sessions, and worrying about student outcomes are all realistic concerns.  
When teachers begin word study, criticisms are commonly raised about limitations on 
instructional time.  As a word study facilitator, I have heard many concerns from 
elementary teachers about scheduling word study. 

 “I don’t have any extra time in my language arts block to add word study.” 
“I already teach spelling and vocabulary.  Why should I teach word study?” 
“Do you realize how much time it takes to meet with five word study groups?” 

Elementary teacher comments, grades K-5 

Considering these responses, along with feedback from many other educators, 
and my own teaching experience, I have outlined five recommendations for teachers to 
implement word study in their classrooms.  Prior to discussing recommendations, it is 
important to explain the background of the word study program.  

 
Introduction to Word Study 

Word study is a developmental approach to spelling instruction that can be 
utilized with a wide range of grades and ability levels.  Word study recognizes the 
distinct, sequenced stages of spelling development as students build an understanding 
of alphabetics, phonetics, word patterns, meaning units, and overall vocabulary 
(Henry, 2003).  Under a single framework, word study can address the needs of a 
kindergartener recognizing rhyming words, a second grader comparing long vowel 
patterns, and a fifth grader identifying the Greek root “phob” means fear.  The 
program utilizes diagnostic assessments to identify the specific spelling knowledge of 
students and matches appropriate word sort lists for weekly practice (Masterson & 
Apel, 2010).  Word study practice activities challenge students to compare and 
contrast words through sorting words into columns, which eventually leads to 
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automatic understanding that can be applied to new words (Bear & Templeton, 1998; 
Henry, 1996).  Students apply their learning through spelling list assessments and an 
evaluation of spelling during writing.  Over time, students begin to retain the 
knowledge of spelling features and improve in their overall understanding of sound 
units (phonemes) to spell as well as meaning units (morphemes) to comprehend 
vocabulary (Masterson & Apel, 2010).  Word study is a valuable instructional tool that 
teachers can include as part of a challenging and motivating curriculum. 

 
Word Study Recommendations 

The elementary school curriculum in the United States is quite broad and 
expansive.  Requirements have been added to numerous subject areas and 
expectations for students have become more rigorous (ASCD, 2009; US DOE, 2015).  
Although the elementary school curriculum appears to be expanding, schools 
essentially still follow the same calendar with a 6 hour and 45 minute average school 
day (Kolbe, Partridge, & O'Reilly, 2012), and a class size of 25 students (Sparks, 2010).  
Based on these challenges, it is understandable that teachers would be hesitant to add 
word study to their school day.  In many ways, addressing this challenge is a matter of 
altering perspective, rather than achieving an impossible goal. 
 
Recommendation One: Replacing Instead of Adding 

Spelling instruction has been a foundational skill taught in classrooms for over 
a century (Schlagal, 2002).  Traditional spelling instruction addresses the basic 
literacy skill of correctly spelling high frequency words for written communication 
(Hanna, Hodges, & Hanna, 1971).  Prior to word study, traditional spelling in the 
United States concentrated on the memorization of weekly spelling lists, through 
direct instruction and repetition-based activities, leading to students correctly spelling 
words in writing on oral dictation tests (Horn, 1969).  

Rather than adding word study as another component of the language arts 
curriculum, teachers should replace traditional spelling with word study instruction 
(Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton, & Johnston, 2011).  Instead of the same memorized list 
for all students, word study uses multiple lists that meet the instructional needs of 
students.  Students take weekly tests, but are required to demonstrate their 
understanding of spelling patterns through more complex tasks, which includes 
sorting words into columns and spelling new words with similar features (Ganske, 
2013).  When effectively coordinated, word study overall is not more time-consuming 
than traditional spelling and is simply a research-based approach that promotes 
student sound, spelling, and vocabulary knowledge (Bear et al., 2011; Ganske, 2013). 
 



 
 

 40 

Recommendation Two: Integrating into Reading and Writing Workshop 
 Another approach to word study implementation is to consider it as part of the 
larger language arts whole, instead of a separate subject alongside other distinct 
literacy skills.  Language arts instruction incorporates many components of literacy, 
including reading comprehension, fluency, spelling accuracy, alphabet knowledge, 
phonological awareness, vocabulary knowledge, along with multiple other subskills.
 When viewed as a connected component of the reading and writing workshop, 
word study is not only easier to integrate into the curriculum, but also has broader 
applicability that enhances the overall literacy abilities of students.  The skills learned 
through word study enable students to improve their reading abilities at a wide range 
of levels.  At the Letter Name stage, typically grades K-2, students learn to 
understand the sounds of beginning consonants, short vowels, and basic blends, which 
are essential for beginning readers to phonetically decode words (Ganske, 2013).  At 
the more advanced levels, such as the Derivational Constancy stage, students can 
identify units of meaning (morphemes) to break down and comprehend the definition 
of an unknown word (Ganske, 2013).  Whether a student is reading The Very Hungry 
Caterpillar or The BFG, word study can help them fluently read and understand 
words (Bear & Templeton, 1998).  As outlined in Figure 1, word study addresses a 
wide range of grades, stages, and instructional focuses. 
 
Figure 1 

Word Study Program Outline 

Grade 
Range Pre K-K 

 
1-2 

 
2-4 3-8 5-8+ 

Age 
Range 4-5 5-8 7-10 8-12 10-14 

Word Study 
Stage Emergent Letter 

Name 
Within 
Word 

Syllable 
Juncture  

Derivational 
Constancy 

Based on Word Journeys by Kathy Ganske (2013) 
 
Word study also teaches critical skills for students to improve spelling accuracy 

and word choice in their written work.  For a student to initially write, they must have 
an understanding of the letter-sound connection and alphabet knowledge to sound out 
words.  Emergent stage and Letter Name stage word sorts teach students basic 
consonant sounds and help them build their concept of word (word awareness) for 
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writing development (Ganske, 2013).  As children improve to more advanced stages of 
word study, their writing should reflect their growing understanding of words as they 
spell more accurately and utilize a broader range of vocabulary (e.g., using “ecstatic” 
instead of “happy”) to enhance their storytelling (Bear & Templeton, 1998).  As 
teachers meet with students for one-on-one writing conferences, word study progress 
can be an aspect of the discussion.  Teachers can evaluate student spelling in written 
work and direct scaffolded support to accurately spell words within their instructional 
level, otherwise referred to as their zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1980).  
Ongoing application of learned word features in writing is critical for students to 
retain understanding learned from weekly skill practice and achieve automaticity for 
application during writing.  

Reading and writing workshop also present opportunities for explicit word 
study instruction, when teachers introduce new word patterns to small groups of 
students.  Although reading workshop includes aspects of direct teacher instruction 
(e.g., guided reading groups), students also need time for independent reading.  In 
fact, time spent independent reading is one of the most important predictors of 
student achievement.  For example, the average high-achieving student reads 
approximately three times more often in school than their lower-achieving peers 
(Allington & Cunningham, 2002).  Similarly, writing workshop requires time for 
students to write their ideas and craft their message.  Whether a student is sounding 
out words to write a brief sentence or writing a multiple chapter report about planets, 
the teacher needs to set aside time for students to write (Calkins, 2003).  Teachers can 
meet with word study groups during this time, while other students continue to read 
and write independently. 
 
Recommendation Three: Differentiating Across Classrooms 
 Word study does not need to be coordinated though another approach for 
teachers is to provide differentiation by grouping students across classrooms.  This 
approach depends on collaboration by the Professional Learning Community (PLC) for 
the school.  As described by noted educational researcher Richard DuFour (2004), a 
PLC needs to have a common vision, shared goals, and willingness to promote the 
learning of all children in the school, rather than each teacher only focusing on the 
growth of his or her class.  With a common purpose of promoting word study 
achievement, teachers can collaborate to share students across classrooms for specific 
word study instruction.  Following detailed assessment using the Diagnostic Spelling 
Assessment system (Ganske, 2013), teachers can identify the levels of students within 
their classroom.  Depending on the number of teachers on a grade level, teachers can 
then direct students to different classrooms during a predetermined word study time.  
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As displayed in Figure 2, differentiation enables teachers to focus on a specific spelling 
skill and present a wide range of instruction for students across a grade level. 
 
Figure 2 

Example Grade Level Word Study Differentiation 

Teacher Teacher 1 Teacher 2 Teacher 3 Teacher 4 Teacher 5 

Class Size 25 24 26 25 24 

Word Study 
Group 

Late Letter 
Name 

Mid Within 
Word 

Late Within 
Word 

Early 
Syllable 
Juncture 

Late 
Syllable 
Juncture 

Current 
Skill for 
Practice 

Initial 
consonant 
blends and 
digraphs 

Comparing  
r-controlled 
with other 
long vowel 
patterns 

Complex 
consonants 
with mixed 
long vowel 
patterns 

E-drop and 
doubling 
with –ed 
and –ing 
endings 

Abstract 
vowels in 
stressed 
syllables 

Group Size 17 25 30 28 24 
 

Using this method, multiple introductory lessons (typically 3-5) can be taught 
simultaneously in a quick 15-20 minute session, rather than a single teacher meeting 
with multiple groups over a much longer time period (45-60 minutes).  Students would 
only need to switch classrooms during the beginning of the week introductions and 
end of the week assessments, because practice activities and homework are completed 
independently in the classroom.  For the teacher, this method enables more focused 
and effective instruction as each teacher only needs to plan and prepare for a single 
word study lesson, rather than serving as the expert on 3-5 lists every week.  Although 
this shared approach to differentiation presents an opportunity for the least time-
consuming and most effective process of weekly word study instruction, shared 
teacher instruction is highly dependent on the effectiveness of the PLC.  Teachers 
need to closely collaborate and share the progress of their word study students with 
the “homeroom” teacher in order for that teacher to provide support during other 
reading and writing activities.  Consistent worthwhile teacher communication is 
critical, because otherwise word study can become disconnected from the general 
language arts curriculum.  
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Recommendation Four: Finding Additional Support 
  Elementary teachers should not feel obligated to face their immense 
instructional challenges alone, when a team effort can accomplish more than any 
person alone.  The classroom teacher needs to be the instructional leader for the class 
and coordinate the overall word study program, but many activities can be delegated 
to other supportive adults.  Potential sources of support are parent or community 
volunteers, when they are able to provide support on a consistent basis.  These 
volunteers can be trained to provide meaningful learning-focused assistance, rather 
than ordinary clerical duties such as making photocopies or bulletin boards.   

Volunteers for word study can take many forms, but are particularly effective 
for beginning of the week routines and end of the week assessments.  At the beginning 
of the week, volunteers can assist with the distribution of word sorts, cutting apart of 
words, and understanding the basic definitions of words.  Feature instruction that 
explains the concept of the sort remains with the teacher, but volunteers assist with 
other aspects of preparation that are time consuming, especially for primary (K-2) 
students.  Weekly assessments are perhaps the ideal method volunteers can assist 
teachers, because they are able to complete this required task in full, while the 
teacher is able to attend to other instructional concerns.  During assessment, 
volunteers meet with a group to dictate words and sentences for students to record 
their answers.  Volunteers need to simply follow the word list and monitor student 
behavior, but knowledge of the word sort is not necessary.  Teachers still need to grade 
all of the assessments and remain aware of their students’ progress, but valuable 
instructional time is freed up on a weekly basis. 
 In addition to community volunteers, teachers can also take advantage of 
additional staff working in the classroom to support the word study program.  
Teachers who work with special education students and English language learners 
can teach groups of students through collaborative planning with the classroom 
teacher.  A co-teaching model (Cook & Friend, 1995) can be effective, where station 
teaching is utilized and each educator works with different groups to introduce word 
study concepts.  
 
Recommendation Five: Quality Over Quantity 
 In addition to external changes and outside support, teachers also need to 
evaluate their core word study instruction to maximize effectiveness.  When a teacher 
organizes his or her classroom for word study instruction, s/he must review multiple 
forms of assessment data, which includes phonics screenings, spelling feature 
assessments, writing samples, and observed study habits (Bear et al., 2011).  
Following evaluation, teachers must then determine homogenously skilled groups for 
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differentiated instruction.  Each group practices a different word study sort, which 
addresses the specific word knowledge of the students.  For all groups, the word study 
practice activities and assessments are the same, while the only differing component 
lies in the introductory lessons to teach the sorts (Bear et al., 2011).  In an effort to 
meet student needs, teachers may create numerous groups to provide the most 
differentiated instruction possible.  Although based on good intentions, teachers 
should limit themselves to four or fewer groups and strive for high-quality lessons.  
For a single classroom teacher to instruct more than four groups, s/he must either 
devote over an hour of instructional time for rotations, or shorten lessons to less 
effective levels.  In fact, only creating 3-4 groups in a classroom is recommended by 
multiple experts (Bear & Templeton, 1998; Ganske, 2013).  Students will benefit more 
from carefully planned and patiently instructed lessons, rather than shortened lessons 
that must be rushed to complete.  

 
Conclusions 

 Hard-working and effective elementary school teachers should be commended 
for the challenges they face to provide the best educational experience for children.  By 
considering the tips listed in this article, word study can be one of the most effective 
components of the K-5 curriculum. In review, my word study advice can be 
summarized in the following five points: 

1. Replace traditional, outdated, memory-based spelling instruction with 
differentiated, developmental, word study instruction. 

2. Integrate word study into reading and writing workshop to promote cross-
curricular application of skills and avoid taking away from language arts 
instruction. 

3. Differentiate word study instruction across grade-level classrooms as long as 
a strong PLC is in place and all teachers are trained in the program.  

4. Seek assistance from volunteers to lead basic practice routines and 
assessments. 

5. Quality instruction can be achieved with only 3-4 word study groups. 
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