
Building Students as Readers: Crafting a Plan for Independent Reading

You spent the first part of this learning experience watching a video, but you’ll work from this document for the remainder of it. If  
you haven’t already downloaded and printed the Next Steps Planning Chart, you should do so now: you can use the chart to take 
notes as you progress through this booklet. If you have major questions as you’re exploring this document and completing this 
chart, you should contact your PD before you begin putting your independent reading system in action.

This document is divided into five sections and an appendix that together will build the knowledge and skills you need to develop a 
strong independent reading system—that is, a system that motivates kids to engage in the critical independent reading and 
reflection that’s necessary for them to grow as readers:

I Matching your Readers to Texts
II The Logistics of In-Class Reading
III The Logistics of Out-of-Class Reading
IV Monitoring Student Reading (both In-Class and Out-of-Class)
V Investing Students in Independent Reading

Appendix:   Linked Resources   (which contains concrete examples of the resources briefly introduced in Sections I – V)
 
We recommend that you move through the sections in order, since this document’s structure reflects the logical steps a teacher 
would take in order to establish an independent reading system. However, as you’re diving into each section, you might find that 
certain parts of that section are less applicable to you than others. For example, if your school happens to provide a beautiful, 
well-stocked library for each classroom, the portion of Section I that gives information about how to secure books for a classroom 
library might feel less useful to you. We’re telling you here that you should strategic with how much time your devote to each 
section up front: since you’ve got the document saved to your computer or printed out, you’ll have its information at your fingertips 
in the event that it does become applicable at a later date. 

You’ll also notice that this symbol is sprinkled in the document: 

It’s there to let you know that you’ve just finished exploring a segment of the document that aligns to a row on the Next Steps 
Planning Chart. So, when you encounter the symbol, you might find it helpful to turn to the chart and spend a few minutes taking 
notes on how you’ll transfer the information you just read into your unique classroom context.
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I - Match your Readers to Texts

If you’re going to move your kids forward as readers, you need to make sure your kids have access to texts on the right reading 
level and that entice them to keep reading.

This section of the document contains three parts:
• Part 1: How Do I Get Books?    

o In addition to explaining various sources for securing texts for your kids, this part gives you insight on how 
you might determine which sources are most promising for you, given the resources available to you in 
your classroom, school, or school community.

• Part 2: How Do I Match Kids to Books They Can Read?   
o Here, we provide you with methods for ensuring that students know how to select texts on their reading 

level, as well as with guidance for how to choose the best strategy for you, given the book sources available 
for you.

• Part 3: How Do I Match Kids to Books They Want to Read?   
o This part offers strategies for teaching students to recognize the types of books that interest them most and 

for how to locate that type of book, given your book sources

Before we dive in, there’s some basic information we should cover about reading levels. A student reads any given text at one of 
three different levels:

• the intervention (or frustration) level
o When a text is on a student’s intervention level, the student decodes that text less than 90% accuracy and/or with 

very low comprehension. The student needs abundant teacher support in order to read and comprehend a text at 
this level. In short, a student should never be independently reading a text at this level.

• the instructional level 
o When a text is on a student’s instructional level, the student decodes that text with between 90% and 95% accuracy 

and/or with moderate comprehension. The student needs moderate teacher support in order to read and 
comprehend a text at this level. 

• the independent level
o When a text is on a student’s independent level, the student decodes that text with over 95% accuracy and/or with 

excellent comprehension.

Most reading diagnostics give us our students’ independent reading levels. You’ve already learned that when they’re reading 
independently, kids should read books at their independent level. Though it’s critical for kids to read and analyze grade-level texts 
in a whole-class setting, when students read independently, they should read texts that they can read and comprehend with 
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relative ease. This means that, in order to match your students to the texts most beneficial to them, you’ll need to have given a 
diagnostic that informs you of your students’ reading levels.

(Just a note: in some cases—if the text’s subject is one about which they have abundant background knowledge and interest—it 
can be appropriate for students to read texts that exceed their independent reading level. In instances like this, students likely 
possess the familiarity and motivation to progress through and understand a text that otherwise might be too ambitious for them.)

Part 1: How Do I Get Books?
Scenario 1: Your classroom is equipped with a library that’s beautiful and well-stocked 

A beautiful library is one that contains books across reading levels, genres, and topics.
A well-stocked library is, according to Scholastic, one that contains between 8 and 15 books per student (visit 

http://teacher.scholastic.com/products/classroombooks/# for more information)

If this is you, thank your lucky stars and skip to Part 2. 

Scenario 2: Your classroom is NOT equipped with a library that’s beautiful and well-stocked
Congratulations: you’re in the vast majority! You’ve got three options for book sources for you students, which are listed below 
in order of those we most recommend as a main source for texts to those we least recommend as a main source for texts.

Option How we determined its ranking How to utilize this source
1. Build your own 
classroom library (or 
expand the one that 
already exists in 
your classroom)

• The easier the texts are to access, the more likely 
kids are to access them. In a classroom library, 
books are literally at students’ fingertips.

• If you build your own library, you can be sure to 
select books across your students’ particular 
reading levels and interests. As you learned in the 
online portion of this course, these are exactly the 
types of books that will benefit kids as readers. 

• If your books belong to your classroom, you can 
develop your own system for labeling and 
organizing the books, so that students can easily 
find the books that interest them and that are on 
their reading level. (See Part 2 and Part 3 of this 
section for more detail.)

• If your books belong to your classroom, you can 
develop your own system for book check-out—one 
that makes sense, given your classroom context. 

You’ll need to:
• Obtain books across reading levels and genres in order to 

create (or add to) your library. To do this, you might:
o Buy books yourself (less recommended)
o Do what many CMs before you (including Mr. Kim, 

who was featured in the online portion of the course) 
have done: seek out books and funding for books 
from a variety of places

Click here (or turn to page 30) for more information about how to 
build or add to your own classroom library. 

Note: It’s critical that you have a book source for your students (even 
if it’s not the perfect book source) as you gather texts for your own 
library. See the other options in this chart for more information.
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(See Section 3 of this PDF for more information.)  
2. School library • The easier the texts are to access, the more likely 

kids are to access them. In a school library, books 
aren’t at students’ fingertips, but they are a mere 
arm’s length away.

• Some school libraries are beautiful and well-
stocked—and many are not.

• The books in some school libraries are labeled and 
organized in a manner that makes it easy for 
students to easily find the books that interest them 
and that are on their reading level. For instance, if 
your school uses a program like Accelerated 
Reader or Fountas and Pinnell, the library’s texts 
will likely be labeled and organized. However, the 
books in many libraries are not labeled and 
organized by reading level.

You’ll need to:
• Understand your school library’s policy for classroom visits.
• Understand your school library’s policy for book check-out, so 

that you can clearly communicate this policy to your students 
and their guardians.

• Understand how this library is organized, so that you can 
easily teach your students how to access books on their level 
and that interest them (see Part 2 and Part 3 for more detail).

3. Public library • A trip to the public library often constitutes a field 
trip, which necessitates explicit school and 
guardian permission, bussing, and chaperones. 

• You’ll need to ensure your students have library 
cards, so that they can check out books.

• The books in many public libraries are not labeled 
and organized in a manner that makes it easy for 
students to easily find the books that interest them 
and that are on their reading level (especially if 
students have relatively little familiarity with 
libraries).

You’ll need to:
• Understand the public library’s policy for classroom visits.
• Understand your school’s policy for public library visits.
• Understand the public library’s policy for book check-out, so 

that you 
o can clearly communicate this policy to your students 

and their guardians.
o can check out books on various reading levels 

yourself, which you can give to students to read. (We 
recommend that these books remain in your 
classroom, since you will be responsible for any 
overdue, damaged, or missing library materials.) 

Now, a qualification: although we think that classroom libraries are the best options for the reasons listed above, you might not 
have the capacity to dedicate to creating one at the beginning of the school year. It’s up to you to evaluate all that’s on your plate 
and to determine where to dedicate your efforts. For example, if your school has a fantastic library with leveled texts, it might not 
be best for you to prioritize building your own classroom library right away. On the other hand, if your school’s library is insufficient 
and it’s not practical to make the public library your go-to book source, you might rightly prioritize building a library early in the 
school year.
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Part 2: How Do I Match Kids to Books They Can Read?
There are various ways of ensuring that students know how to select texts on their level. Here, we’ll explain your options, as well  
as how you can determine which is best for you, given your book source.

Option 1: Leveled Libraries
When some CMs enter their schools, they find that they already possess a classroom library or have access to a school library 
whose books are explicitly labeled by reading level. Other CMs choose to label their classroom library books by reading level. 
Those libraries that are labeled by reading level are called leveled libraries. 

There are various leveling possibilities for libraries. Libraries are often leveled to correspond to the reading levels given by a 
particular diagnostic. For example, teachers who use the Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA) to determine student 
independent reading levels often label books in their classroom libraries by DRA level, since this makes it easy to match each 
student to an appropriate text. If you possess (or plan to possess) a classroom library that isn’t leveled but that you’d like to level, 
click here (or turn to page 32) for more information about options for leveling and the process for doing so. 

If your students will access their books from a leveled library, you’ll need to teach your kids how to navigate that library so that 
they know how to access books on their level. Specifically, you’ll need to:

• inform each student of the level at which he/she is reading.
• teach kids how to recognize which books are on their level (using an I Do – We Do – You Do mini-lesson).
• teach kids why it’s important that they read on their level, so that they’re motivated to select appropriate texts. (You’ll  

encounter specific tips on how you might do this in Section V, which focuses on investing students in independent reading.)
• follow up with kids in order to make sure they’ve selected correctly.

Option 2: Unleveled Libraries
Most school and public libraries are not labeled by level, and it’s certainly not feasible for you to label each text! If your primary 
book source is an unleveled library, you’ll need to teach your students how to select appropriate books. Luckily, you can teach 
your kids to select books that roughly correspond to their independent reading level by using a simple rule: the five-finger rule. 
There are simpler versions of this rule (which are most suitable for the youngest students) and more complex versions of this rule 
(which are most suitable for older students). In its simplest form, the five-finger rule is this:

• A student selects a book and scans its cover and title to confirm that it’s probably a book that the student will find 
interesting.

• The student opens to a page in the middle of the book—one that contains abundant text and few pictures—and reads that 
page.
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• As he or she reads, the student counts on his or her fingers the number of words he or she stumbles through or cannot 
decode altogether. (Some students—especially younger ones—find it helpful to whisper read as they’re tracking their 
fluency.)

o If the student decodes all of the words easily, then the text level is likely too low for the student. 
o If the student struggles through one to five words and understands most of what’s happening in the text, then the 

text is likely on the right level. 
o If the student struggles with more than five words or has difficulty comprehending, the text level is likely too high for 

the student.

(Just a to be clear: in some cases—if the text’s subject is one about which they have abundant background knowledge and 
interest—it can be appropriate for students to read texts that exceed their independent reading level. In instances like this, 
students likely possess the familiarity and motivation to progress through and understand a text that otherwise might be too 
ambitious for them.)

Generally, the more complex the version of the five-finger rule, the more it asks students to consider their interest in the book and 
to compare it to other texts they’ve read, in addition to ensuring that kids select the right level book. Click here (or turn to page 33) 
for different versions of the five-finger rule. As with all of the attached resources, feel free to modify these to meet your specific 
classroom context. 

Once you’ve selected the version that you want them to use, you’ll need to explicitly teach the five-finger rule to your kids using an 
I Do – We Do – You Do mini-lesson. Click here (or turn to page 34) for sample lesson plans. 

A final word about the five-finger rule: while it’s a widely-used method for book selection, it’s not perfectly accurate. As such, you’ll  
want to be sure to follow up with students individually to make sure that they’ve actually selected appropriate books, prioritizing 
those students who you, upon a glance at their text, suspect might be aiming for a level too low or too high. Check out this video 
on TALON—http://lab.tfateams.org/mini-visits-video/julie-gomeau-individual-conference-selecting-just-right-books—to get an idea 
of how one 4th grade teacher conferences with a student to confirm that the student has chosen a book at her level.
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Part 3: How Do I Match Kids to Books They Want to Read? 
As confident readers, we’re likely surprised at the thought that students might not know which text genres or subjects interest 
them most. However, we can’t always assume that students—even older ones—have had experience exploring an array of texts 
and evaluating their motivation to read books of various genres. 

Teachers use various methods of ensuring that students know the types of books that interest them most, as well as how to locate 
that type of book within the library.

Let Kids Discover What Books They Like Best
• Students might not know which books they like to read. In order to build their awareness, you might do one of the following

—or craft your own plan:
o Give your students a Reading Interest Survey

 Find resources here:
• The Resource Exchange
• The American Library Association: 

http://www.ala.org/ala/mgrps/divs/yalsa/teenreading/tipsenc/reading_interest _survey.pdf 
o Engage in a book pass

 In the opening of this learning experience, you watched a video clip of Ms. Ward’s students engrossed in a 
book pass. In the clip, students explored bins of books organized by author and genre to learn which sorts of 
texts compelled them the most.

 You can find an explanation of a book pass and resources here:
• The Resource Exchange: 

http://www.tfanet.org/wps/myportal/teachinglearningcenter/resourceexchange/searchresult
• Scholastic’s website: http://www2.scholastic.com/browse/article.jsp?id=3747333 

Empower Students to Access the Books They Like Best 
• Once students know what they like to read, they need to know where to find those books

o If you’ve got a classroom library, organize books by genre (i.e., mystery, realistic fiction, fantasy, science non-
fiction, reference). Organizing books within genres can be helpful, too. For instance, you can group some fiction 
books by author (i.e., Matt Christopher or Sharon Draper) or series (i.e., Harry Potter or Goosebumps). 

o If you’re working within a school or public library, give your kids a brief tour so that they at least know where to find 
the types of books they like most.

• Depending upon your kids’ ages and your library, you might also teach your kids the Dewey decimal system 
or how to use the card or online catalog.
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II - The Logistics of In-Class Reading

Because independent reading is so key to building students’ reading performance, it’s critical that it is a regular feature of your 
classroom. As you learned in the opening of this learning experience, Richard L. Allington’s research reveals that “replacing 
whatever went on in classrooms with added reading time was just as effective as, or more effective than, traditional instruction in 
enhancing reading comprehension performance.”1 This suggests that for you—a new teacher who’s working to develop many 
aspects of his/her instruction—independent reading is an especially great way of driving your students to make progress in 
reading.

You’ll have to make four primary considerations when you’re crafting a plan for in-class reading. This section of the document is 
dedicated to those considerations:

• Part 1: How Many Days Per Week Should I Dedicate to Independent Reading?  
• Part 2: How Many Minutes Should We Read During Each Independent Reading Session?  
• Part 3: What Does Independent Reading Mean for My Daily Lesson?  
• Part 3: What Time-Saving Procedures Will I Need to Implement to Ensure that Reading Time is Maximized?  

Part 1: How Many Days Per Week Should I Dedicate to Independent Reading?
Like many of life’s biggest questions, there is not a cut-and-dry answer to this question. How many days per week you should 
devote to in-class independent reading depends upon a number of factors, including the length of your class period, the age of 
your students, and the independent reading requirements instituted by your scripted curriculum or school.

• The length of your class period  
o If you teach 50-minute periods, it’s likely not feasible or ideal to devote time to independent reading each day.  

However, it might be feasible and ideal to do so if you teach 100-minute class periods.
o Ideally, students will independently read appropriately leveled texts at least two to three times per week in your 

classroom.

• Student age  
o If you teach students in pre-kindergarten or kindergarten, those students are likely not yet reading at a level where 

books at their independent level are compelling and interesting to them. (Let’s get real—texts comprised of “Sam is 
sad. Sad Sam. Dad is sad. Sad Dad.” are not exactly riveting, even for very young kids.) So, while students should 

1 Allington, Richard L. What Really Matters for Struggling Readers:  Designing Research-Based Programs. 2nd ed. Needham Heights, MA: Allyn & Bacon, 
2006.  
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be reading these materials either independently or in a small-group setting approximately three times per week to 
improve their reading, this shouldn’t comprise the only independent work students do with texts.

o In addition to reading books on their reading levels, students should have near-daily opportunities to independently 
browse and page through high-interest picture books (which are likely above their independent reading levels), as 
well as to have these books read to them in-class. 

• The independent reading requirements instituted by your scripted curriculum or school  
o Many scripted curricula include an independent reading component, and this component might dictate how often you 

have your kids read independently in class.
o In other cases, whole schools engage in DEAR (“Drop Everything And Read”) or SSR (“Silent Sustained Reading”), 

or a Reader’s Workshop Format, and so your school will build independent reading into your weekly schedule.
o However, if your curriculum or school-wide independent reading program demands that kids read grade-level 

materials only, you’ll need to find other opportunities for your students to read texts on their particular reading levels.

Part 2: How Many Minutes Should We Read During Each Independent Reading Session?
The best answer to this question for your classroom depends upon a number of factors, including your students’ reading stamina, 
the length of your class period, and the independent reading requirements instituted by your scripted curriculum or school.

• Your students’ reading stamina  
o When you’re first instituting your IR system, your students very well might not have the stamina to read for twenty 

uninterrupted minutes—especially if they:
 Are in the lower elementary grades 
 Are struggling readers in the upper elementary and secondary grades

As a result, you’ll need to scaffold the minutes you have your students read during each IR session, so that you 
begin with a duration that’s appropriate for your students. Then, you’ll gradually increase the minutes as your 
students’ stamina builds, so that they’re able to read for longer periods of time uninterrupted.

 For example, if you teach lower or upper elementary:
• You might have your students read for only 5 minutes during each bout of independent reading. Then, 

after a couple of weeks, you might raise the amount to 8 minutes, then to 10, then to 12 (and so on) 
until you hit the 20-minute mark.

• You might realize that while three-quarters of your class is able to read for 12 uninterrupted minutes, 
one-quarter of your class is able to read with focus for half that amount of time. So, you might pull the 
one-quarter for small group instruction after they’ve read for 6 minutes.

 For example, if you teach upper elementary or secondary:
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• You might have your students read only for 8 minutes during each bout of independent reading. Then, 
after several weeks, you might raise the amount to 10 minutes, then to 12 (and so on) until you hit the 
20-minute mark.

Also, it’s not necessary to have students read for as many minutes as your upper threshold dictates each time they 
read in class. It might not always be feasible, given your other instructional aims, to have students read for 20 
interrupted minutes four times a week. However, it might be feasible to have them read for this duration twice a week 
and for 12 uninterrupted minutes twice a week. In short, some reading is better than no reading.

• The length of your class period  
o If you teach 50 minute class periods, it’s unlikely that you’ll ever have students read for 30 interrupted minutes in 

class—this just might not be feasible, given your class schedule. But it is likely feasible to ultimately (once you’ve 
sufficiently built student stamina) to read for 20 uninterrupted minutes on certain days. 

o If you teach 100-minute blocks, it might be feasible to dedicate 30 uninterrupted minutes (once you’ve sufficiently 
built student stamina) to independent reading several times per week.

• The independent reading requirements instituted by your scripted curriculum or school  
o Many scripted curricula include an independent reading component, and this component might dictate for how many 

minutes you have your kids read independently in class.
o In other cases, whole schools engage in DEAR (“Drop Everything And Read”), SSR (“Silent Sustained Reading”), or 

a Reader’s Workshop format and so your school will advise you as to how long students should engage in 
independent reading.
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Part 3: What Does Independent Reading Mean for My Daily Lesson?
Once you’ve determined your students’ starting duration for in-class reading, you’ll need to integrate this reading into your daily 
lesson. The most important guideline to remember is this: in-class independent reading systems should allow you to maximize  
your instruction.

So, given that, what are your options? You might…
• Have the whole class read independently while you conference with individual students on their texts. To do this, you 

should:
o Prioritize the students with whom you must conference.
o Craft a plan for each student conference.
o Set clear expectations for student actions during independent reading.

(Just a note: You’ll learn more about conferencing in the next section of this document (Section IV – Monitoring Student 
Reading). There, you’ll find an introduction to conferencing as a method of gauging students’ understanding of what 
they’re reading.)

• Include independent reading as one of three (or so) classroom stations. To do this, you should:  

o Divide your kids into three groups based upon student reading level
 At one station, kids read independently.
 At a second station, kids (for example) work independently to further a piece of writing.
 At the final station, you’ll conduct guided reading groups—that is, you’ll support kids to read and think 

through texts that are at or just above their independent reading level (this will likely mean that each 
student group reads a different text).

Click here (or turn to page 39) for examples of lesson agendas that integrate independent reading for 50-minute and 100-minute 
classes.

At any rate, you’ll need to establish high expectations for exactly how students should be reading in the classroom and explicitly 
teach these to students. Click here (or turn to page 40) for an examples of explicit expectations for lower-level and upper-level 
students.

(Note: Although it’s true that watching your students read isn’t the best use of your time during in-class independent reading, you 
shouldn’t aim to conduct conferences or guided reading groups one of the first times you’re having students read independently.  
When starting out, you’ll likely need to watch students to ensure that they’re demonstrating the reading behaviors you want to 
see.)
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Part 4: What Time-Saving Procedures Will I Need to Implement to Ensure that Reading Time is Maximized?
If it takes students 10 minutes to retrieve their independent reading books, they won’t benefit from independent reading time as 
much as they could. Like any activity that students engage in regularly, transitioning to and from in-class reading requires a 
procedure.

What to consider when crafting your procedure:
• If students bring their own independent reading books to class, you must ensure that students:

o Actually bring their books. You might need to offer an incentive to remind students to do this—especially at first. 
o Have their books in the appropriate spot, so that they’re easily accessible.

 For elementary students books shouldn’t be in book bags in the coatroom. Books should be in/ under their 
desks and easy to access.

 For secondary students, the books should be in/ under their desks and easy to access.
o Have an alternative in the event that a student does forget his or her book.

• If students’ independent reading books remain in the classroom, you must ensure that students:
o can access their books quickly/ easily/ without a train wreck (which likely means all students can’t get their books at 

the same time).
o know what to do in the event that several hope to read the same book. 

• In any case:
o Students must know where they should access any reading response journals/ reading logs/ etc that they’ll need as 

they read (see monitoring section for more guidance on how to monitor students’ understanding of what they read)
o Students must know where they should sit when they’re reading independently, how they’re supposed to get there, 

and how long the getting there should take them. If you teach younger students, your students will also need to know 
exactly how their bodies, mouths, hands, feet, backpacks, etc. should and should not be positioned during this time. 
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III- Logistics of Out-of-Class Reading

According to Allington’s research, students in the highest achievement percentiles spend over 40 minutes reading independently 
each day.2 Since it’s not possible or ideal for your students to do that much independent reading in your class each day, students 
need to be reading at home.

This section is divided into two parts:
• Part 1: What Should I Take Into Account When Planning Out-of-Class Reading?  

o Here, we explain the three factors you should consider when crafting your out-of-class reading plan of 
attack.

• Part 2: How Do I Communicate My Out-of-Class Plan to Students, Parents, and Guardians?  
o In this part, you’ll find tips for teaching your students your out-of-class reading expectations, as well as 

tips for how to ensure that you clearly and respectfully parents and guardians are aware of students’ out-
of-class reading commitments and the role you’re requesting the parent or guardian to play in monitoring a 
student’s reading.

Part 1: What Should I Take Into Account When Planning Out-of-Class Reading?
Above all, you’ll need to consider three factors:

• How many days per week and minutes per day students should read
• What students should read, and where they should access those texts
• What students should be doing to monitor their reading, and the parent or guardian’s role in assisting with this monitoring

Let’s walk through each of those.

How many days per week and minutes per day should students read?
Because you want your students’ reading to become a habit, you’ll want your students to read most nights of the week in addition 
to completing other homework you assign. However, since it can be difficult to expect students to read every night of the week 
(kids don’t, after all, govern their own after-school schedules in entirety), some teachers choose not to mandate at-home 
independent reading seven days of the week.

2 Allington, Richard L. What Really Matters for Struggling Readers:  Designing Research-Based Programs. 2nd ed. Needham Heights, MA: Allyn & Bacon, 
2006.  
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When determining how many minutes students should read independently, you should think back to some of the considerations 
you made when answering this question for in-class reading. Remember, at the beginning of the year, your students very well  
might not have the stamina to read for twenty uninterrupted minutes—especially if they

 Are in the lower elementary grades.
 Are struggling readers in the upper elementary and secondary grades.

As a result, you’ll need to scaffold the minutes you have your students read during each IR session, so that you begin with a 
duration that’s appropriate for your students. Then, you’ll gradually increase the minutes as your students’ stamina builds, so that 
they’re able to read for 25-30 minutes uninterrupted. (A note: for pre-k and kindergarten students, and even for older low-level 
readers, being read to is incredibly important, and so these students should receive credit for such out-of-class reading.)
 

What should students read, and where should they access these texts?
Teachers have different preferences for what students should read to meet their out-of-class reading requirements. Some 
teachers prefer that students read only novels or non-fiction books; others allow students to read whatever they choose (excepting 
emails and text messages); yet others require students to read a novel or non-fiction book on a certain number of evenings and 
allow students to choose their reading material on a certain number of nights.

In all cases—but especially if you require students to read particular texts for out-of-class independent reading—you need to be 
clear about where students should access books. Since students are more likely to read out-of-class if they’ve got books, you 
should assist students in getting out-of-class reading material whenever possible.

• If your primary book source for out-of-class reading material is the public library or your school library, you need to be sure 
students (and, if your kids are young, their guardians) are aware of the check-out policy. If possible, you should facilitate 
your students’ book check-out by accompanying them to the public or school library.

• If it’s your classroom library, you need to be sure students (and, if your kids are young, guardians) are aware of your check-
out policy. And, um, you need to have a check-out policy.

o Click here (or turn to 43) for a sample check-out policy for your classroom library.
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What should students do to monitor their reading, and what is the parent or guardian’s role in assisting with that monitoring?
You’ll want to know whether your students are completing their out-of-class reading; as a result, you’ll need to institute a 
monitoring system. Since Section IV (page 18) is dedicated to monitoring, we won’t go into detail here. However, you should know 
that this is something you’ll need to consider—and communicate to students, parents, and guardians—as you institute your out-of-
class reading plan.

Part 2: How Do I Communicate My Out-of-Class Plan to Students, Parents, and Guardians?
To communicate to students…

You will need to ensure that your kids know how much and how often they should read, what they should read and why, and how 
they should monitor their reading. In particular, you’ll need to model for students how they should monitor their reading, and, 
depending upon the complexity of that monitoring, have them practice that monitoring in class before they’re expected to do so at 
home.

To communicate to parents and guardians…
You will need to ensure that parents and guardians understand why you’re assigning out-of-class reading, as well as how many 
days per week and minutes per day students should read, what students should read, and where they should access those texts, 
what students should be doing to monitor their reading, and the parent or guardian’s role in assisting with this monitoring. 

Below are two letters—one from a first-grade classroom and one from a seventh-grade classroom—to parents and guardians that 
serve to explain particular out-of-class reading expectations for that classroom.

A quick note: we haven’t included the book reports mentioned in Letter #1 or the reading log mentioned in Letter #2 in this section 
of the document. As mentioned above, Section V is dedicated to monitoring student reading; as such, you’ll find examples of 
monitoring methods there.
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Sample Letter #1: First grade

Dear Parents and Guardians,

We have been working very hard in Room 507 over the past few weeks to get the school year off to a great start!  As you know, reading is an essential skill for  
first graders. In order to make sure that our students are becoming the best readers they can be, I am asking for your assistance.  

It is required that your child reads EVERY night, including weekends, for at least 10 minutes. Your child can read on his/her own or with a family 
member or friend. Please see the attached sheet for tips on reading effectively with your child. I will be sending books from our classroom’s Lending Library  
with your child to use for this purpose, along with Book Reports to complete (these will be placed in your child’s Home Folder on the appropriate days). We will  
follow the following weekly schedule for our Lending Library:

• Monday: Child receives a new book, reads that book at home, and returns it to school on Tuesday.
• Tuesday: Child receives the same book as Monday, re-reads the book at home, completes a Book Report on the book, and returns the book AND the  

Book Report to school on Wednesday.
• Wednesday: Child receives a new book, reads that book at home, and returns it to school on Thursday.
• Thursday: Child receives the same book as Wednesday, re-reads the book at home, completes a Book Report on the book, and returns the book  

AND the Book Report to school on Friday.
• Friday: Child receives a new book, reads that book at home, completes a Book Report on the book, and returns the book AND the Book Report to  

school on Monday.

In total, your child will take home three (3) different books each week and will complete three (3) Book Reports, one for each book. Of course, you 
are strongly encouraged to read other books with your child at home as well. Please be sure to return the books and the Book Reports on time, and always  
return the provided plastic bag to school with the book. Remind your child to treat the books gently; many of these books come from my personal collection or  
have been donated to us, so we need to be careful with them.

Thank you very much for your continued cooperation! As always, please feel free to contact me with any questions or concerns. I look forward to working with  
you this year!

Sincerely,
Ms. Bialecki
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Sample Letter #2: Seventh grade

Dear parents and guardians,

As you know, our 7th grade ELA class goal is that each student makes two years of reading growth in one year. According to literacy 
research, one of the best ways for students to make progress as readers is for them to practice reading independently: consistently, the 
highest-performing students on state and national tests are those who spend over 40 minutes per day reading.

While students do some of this independent reading in class, they need to be reading at home in order to make the reading progress we’re 
aiming for. Therefore, in addition to completing all ELA homework, it is required that your student reads independently at least five of 
seven nights per week, for at least 25 uninterrupted minutes. Specifically:

• On three of the five nights, your student must read the independent reading book he/she has checked out from our classroom 
library. 

• On the remaining two nights, your student may read another book, a magazine, a newspaper, or an online article. 
• Each evening your student reads, he/she must record into his/her reading log:

o The name of the text read, the number of pages read, and the number of minutes read.
o Three meaningful passages or central ideas from the text, and then explain how each of these passages or ideas did one of 

the following:
 Gave them pause
 Made them wonder
 Provoked a strong reaction

Each Monday, your student will receive a weekly reading log (attached) into which he/she should record his/her reading as outlined above. 
This log is due the following Monday. To receive full credit for his/her reading log, your student is required to return it on time and with 
your signature.

In order to institute reading as an at-home habit, some students find the following to be useful:
• Setting ritual  : Some students are more likely to remember their reading responsibilities if they read in the same location and at the 

same time each day.
• Keeping close track of time  : Some students prefer to set an alarm clock or cell phone timer to make sure that they’re reading for 

the required amount.

As always, much thanks for your support! Feel free to contact me with any questions.

Best,

Ms. Surfus
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IV – Monitoring Student Reading

Ensuring that your kids are reading texts they enjoy is your first critical and amazing task. Next, you need to be sure that your kids 
truly engaging with, comprehending, and thinking critically about their texts, since, well, that’s what strong readers do.

This section of the document provides guidance on how to monitor your students’ reading, so that you know both what and how 
much students are reading and what and how much students comprehend when they read. It’s divided into two parts:

• Part 1: Level One Monitoring: Are My Students Reading?  
o Here, you’ll learn to devise methods for monitoring in-class and out-of-class reading that help you 

determine what students are reading, the duration of their reading, and how many pages they’re reading in 
that time.

• Part 2: Level Two Monitoring: Do My Students Comprehend What They Read?  
o In this part, we explain methods for monitoring comprehension and what you should consider when 

deciding which methods to institute in your classroom:

If you read this and thought to yourself, “Whoa…it looks like it takes a lot to implement Level One and Level Two monitoring all at 
once!,” you’re absolutely right: it is a lot to implement all at once. We’re not crazy, and we’re NOT recommending—or even 
suggesting!—that you should strive to implement both monitoring levels initially. 

In order for your monitoring systems to be effective, you must be extremely consistent with them and hold students accountable 
for completing the monitoring system you’ve introduced. So, you should initially take on what you’re confident you can manage 
consistently—which is likely Level One monitoring only—and add Level Two monitoring on a timeline that’s logical for you and 
your classroom. Below are some examples for how you might get started:

• At the beginning of the year, you might begin with Level One monitoring, since it requires the least amount of teacher 
capacity to design and implement. Then, once you’ve planned and successfully instituted Level One monitoring, you might 
add lower-capacity Level Two monitoring methods.

• Alternatively, you might realize that you and your students are ready to take on Level One and a lower-capacity means of 
monitoring basic comprehension from the beginning, and so you also implement a Level Two monitoring system. Then, as 
the year progresses, you might move to methods of Level Two monitoring that require more capacity from you and demand 
more critical thinking from your kids.

The bottom line: though you should ultimately monitor whether students read and their comprehension, you’ll need to make initial  
monitoring choices that make sense for you and for your classroom. Our advice? Start with Level One!
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Part 1: Level One Monitoring: Are My Students Reading?
What information should Level One monitoring give me?

The chart below explains the information that a Level One Monitoring system should provide for you, as well as why that 
information is critical for you to have in order to effectively monitor your students’ reading:

Your Level One 
monitoring system should 
give you:

Why?

The title and author of the 
text the student’s reading

• If you know the title, then you have a way of determining the book’s level and can double-check that the student 
has indeed selected a text that’s appropriate for him/ her.

• If you know the title and author, then you have a way of referring students to texts similar to that one, if that text 
is one the student really enjoys

o You can point the student to books in the same genre.
o You can point the student to books with similar topics or themes.
o You can point the student to books by that (or a similar) author.

• When you move to Level Two monitoring and begin to determine what and how much your students 
comprehend, you’ll need to have some background knowledge about the text in order to monitor effectively. 
While the title and author won’t afford you tons of background knowledge (especially if you teach secondary 
students who read upper-level texts), it is a start!

The duration of the 
student’s reading (time 
started and time stopped)

• As you read in II – The Logistics of In-Class Reading and III – The Logistics of Out-of-Class Reading, you’ll need 
to build your students’ reading stamina over time. By tracking the duration of their reading, you’ll know how your 
students’ stamina is progressing. 

How many pages the 
student reads during that 
duration (page started and 
page stopped)

• This helps students remember where they left off in a text, so that they minimize the time they spend searching for 
their page and maximize the time they spend reading.

• Knowing the number of pages a student reads during a given time helps you determine that student’s reading 
pace, which can give you information about

o Whether the student is reading a text on his/her level
 If a student progresses through 30 pages in 20 minutes, the book may not be appropriately 

challenging for that student.
 If a student progresses through 3 pages in 20 minutes, the book may be too challenging for that 

student.
o Whether the student is motivated by that text

 If a student progresses through 3 pages in 20 minutes and the book is on that student’s level, it 
may simply not be motivating to the student—in which case, you know to redirect him or her to a 
different book. 
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What methods are there for Level One monitoring, and which method(s) should I choose?
For Level One monitoring, both in-class and out-of-class, most teachers use a reading log that asks students to provide the 
information on the text they’re reading, the duration of their reading, and the number of pages they’re reading. 

However, teachers of pre-kindergarten, kindergarten, or first grade students may observe students reading and take notes on the 
elements explained in the above chart in place of using a reading log, since their students lack the writing skills they need to fill out 
the log. To monitor out-of-class reading, teachers of these youngest students might request that a student’s guardian helps record 
the student’s reading in a log. As explained in Section III – The Logistics of Independent Reading, you’ll need to make it clear to 
parents and guardians how they can be helpful in monitoring students’ reading. 

Click here (or turn to page 44) for an example of a reading log, as well as for guidance on how to make this reading log applicable 
for in-class and out-of-class reading.

Part 2: Level Two Monitoring: Do My Students Comprehend What They Read?
What information should Level Two monitoring give me?

Once you’re successfully implementing a Level One system, you’ll want to expand the scope of your monitoring so that you can 
gauge not only whether and what students are reading, but the extent to which students understand what they’re reading.

In a minute, you’ll look at a chart that details the information that a Level Two monitoring system gives you about your student’s 
comprehension. Before you jump to that chart, however, let’s get clear on the difference between monitoring comprehension of 
fiction texts and of non-fiction texts.

Fiction texts and non-fiction texts have different features. Fiction texts (and literary non-fiction texts like memoirs), for instance, 
have characters, plot, and a conflict; most non-fiction texts do not. As a result, you’ll need to solicit different information from 
students who are reading fiction texts than you will from students who are reading most non-fiction texts in order to determine how 
much students comprehend.

Now, the chart!
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Your Level Two monitoring system 
should give you…

Concretely, what this looks like for fiction 
texts

Concretely, what this looks like for non-fiction 
informational texts

a sense of whether students possess 
a basic comprehension of the text 

Students should provide evidence that they 
understand the basic literary elements of their 
text. (since  If they understand, they should:

• Identify the text’s major and minor 
characters, as well as the relationships 
between them.

• Identify the plot arc (i.e., what the 
characters are doing throughout the 
story).

• Identify the key conflict that drives the 
story’s action.

Students should provide evidence that they understand the 
basic content of their text, including:

• The text’s topic (i.e., dinosaurs).
• What, specifically, they’re learning about the topic 

learning (i.e., herbivores).
• How key details from the text contribute to their 

understanding of the topic (i.e., dinosaurs like the 
brontosaurus are herbivores, which means that they ate 
only plants, and we know this because their teeth are 
flat and good for grinding vegetation).

Whether reading a fiction or non-fiction text, students should articulate how they make meaning as they read. To 
that end, they should::

• Summarize
• Visualize
• Self-monitor for meaning
• Ask questions
• Make connections (text-to-self, text-to-text, text-to-world)
• Predict
• Infer

(For more information about these, visit Chapter 6 of your Elementary Literacy text or Chapter 3 of your 
Secondary Literacy text.)

If you’re a secondary ELA teacher, you might be wondering, “Level Two monitoring sounds great, but given what I learned in the 
Round 0 courses, aren’t I aiming for something more for my kids as readers? Ultimately, don’t I want to know whether my students 
are able to push beyond basic comprehension and analyze and evaluate the major implicit messages of a text, as well as how the 
author created those messages?”

And the answer is…well, yes. Ultimately, you do want your students to apply the complex thought processes and skills you’re 
building through shared texts as they read independently. However, while we strongly believe that students should demonstrate 
such analysis with texts read in a whole-group or guided reading setting, we do not think that you should strive to monitor this 
advanced analysis with your independent reading monitoring:

• First and foremost, monitoring this type of literary analysis for every student is time-intensive from a teacher standpoint: in 
order to really provide gauge the extent of a student’s analysis, you need to know something about a text’s key messages 
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and how the author builds them. That means you’ll need to have knowledge of all of the texts your students are reading  
independently. As a new teacher, you’re balancing a lot of demands on your time, and you probably don’t possess enough 
of the superhuman characteristics you’d need in order to commit to such monitoring. (Though if you do possess abundant 
superhuman characteristics, we’d love to hear about them.)

• Next, if you teach secondary students who read on a lower elementary level, the texts your students read independently 
might not have complex themes or ask the reader to consider big, meaty questions. As a result, it’s not reasonable to 
expect that students engage in this type of analysis with their independent reading books.  

• You shouldn’t assume that your students are ready to perform such analysis independently when you’re first developing 
your independent reading system. Depending upon your students’ previous reading experiences, your students might not 
be able to independently engage in this type of reading and critical thinking until you’ve modeled and supported this sort of 
reading and thinking in a shared setting for some time.

What methods exist for Level Two monitoring, and which method(s) should I choose?
The chart below explains the most common Level Two monitoring methods, how they can help you assess student 
comprehension, as well as resources you can access to see concrete examples.

The method Description What to know Where can I find an example?
Reading 
logs

Reading logs that monitor 
comprehension (as well as 
Level One concerns) ask 
students to reflect on aspects 
of their books in one or two 
paragraphs each time they 
read. They are widely used to 
monitor both in-class and out-
of-class reading.  

• We recommend providing students with prompts 
for their reading log entries (especially if 
students are young or you’ve just begun using 
reading logs in class).  We also recommend 
introducing reading logs with a shared text and 
providing students with modeling and shared 
practice, so that they have a clear sense of your 
expectations before completing them 
independently.

• Remember: if you have students reading both 
fiction and non-fiction texts, you may need to 
provide more than one prompt for students.
◦ If your prompt is grounded in a reading 

comprehension strategy (i.e., summary), one 
prompt will suffice.

◦ If your prompt is grounded in, for example, 
literary elements (i.e., compare and contrast 
yourself to the text’s main character), you’ll 
need another prompt for students reading 
non-fiction.

• As your students become more and more 
familiar with various reading prompts, you might 

•     Click here (or turn to page 45) for 
examples of reading logs that gauge 
student comprehension.

•     There are many reading log prompts out 
there. Click here (or turn to page 49) for 
prompts appropriate for a variety of 
fiction and/or non-fiction texts. (These 
prompts were generated by the students 
of long-time teacher and literacy coach 
Laura Robb, and they can also be found 
in her book Teaching Reading in Middle 
School.)
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release the responsibility to your kids and enable 
them to select the best prompt for them (given 
where they are and what they’re reading in a 
text) each day.

Letters/ 
interactive 
journals

The key difference between 
reading logs and letters/ 
interactive journals is that the 
latter enable the teacher to 
respond to each student’s 
reading log entry. As you and 
a student engage in written 
conversations about the texts 
he/she reading, you have the 
opportunity to ask the student 
questions specific to his/her 
text.

• Since these demand written responses from you, 
letters/ interactive journals are a more time-
intensive means of monitoring than are reading 
logs.

• The fact that kids receive individualized 
feedback from you means that they are often 
very invested in letters/ interactive journals.

• Because you’re asking students individualized 
questions, letters/ interactive journals enable you 
to differentiate your monitoring.

• Click here (or turn to page 55) for an 
example, which is taken from Nancie 
Atwell’s In the Middle:  New 
Understandings About Writing, Reading,  
and Learning.

RAFT Students choose or are 
assigned a particular role 
(i.e., a perspective from which 
to write, like a character or 
King Tut), audience (i.e., a 
mother or congress), format 
(i.e., an invitation or a memo), 
and topic or purpose (i.e., 
persuade a character not to 
take a certain action) 

• Students can complete this assignment during or 
after reading a text.

• Kids really like these, and they work well with 
both fiction and non-fiction.

• Since students read a variety of texts, they’ll 
likely need to choose their R, their A, their F, and 
their T. However, students won’t be ready to do 
this the first time they complete a RAFT. We 
recommend that you teach this method to 
students using a gradual release of 
responsibility: first, you’ll assign an R, an A, an 
F, and a T on a shared text; then, kids choose 
an R, an A, an F, and a T on a shared text; then, 
students choose for their own texts.

• Click here (or turn to page 56) for 
examples of roles, audiences, formats, 
and topic that students might use when 
writing RAFTs.

• Chapter 5 of Secondary Literacy text 
offers another explanation of the RAFT, 
as well as example roles, audiences, 
formats, and topics.

Conferencin
g/ 
conferring

Conferencing occurs when a 
teacher meets with students 
individually in order to discuss 
what the student is reading, 
challenges he/she is having 
with the reading, and 
strategies the student is 
using. During the 
conversation, the teacher 
takes notes that help him/her 
develop a clear picture of a 
student’s comprehension.

• Since the youngest students lack the skills 
necessary to reveal their comprehension in 
writing, conferencing is the most effective 
method of monitoring their comprehension.

• To make conferences effective, you should have 
an agenda or plan of attack for each one: what 
do you need to learn about this student as a 
reader? For instance, you might:

o If your prompt is grounded in a reading 
comprehension strategy (i.e., summary), 
one prompt will suffice.

o Review what the student’s read since 

• For more information about conferences,
             check out the following:

• http://www.readinglady.com/mos   
aic/tools/too  ls.htm   is a website 
with sample questions for 
reading conferences, as well as 
various reading conference 
rubrics and forms.

• Conferring: The Keystone of  
Reader’s Workshop by Patrick 
A. Allen gives a comprehensive 
introduction to the benefits of 
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your last conference.
o Have the student read aloud to you.
o Ask questions (derived from the 

explanation of Level Two and Level 
Three monitoring above) that help you 
determine the extent of a student’s 
comprehension.

o Together, determine how the student 
can further his/her comprehension.  

conferences, as well as many 
concrete resources for 
conducting them. You can 
browse the full text here: 
http://www.stenhouse.com/emag
s/0768/pageflip.html)

• For still more information on 
conferences, check out three critical 
texts on literacy instruction:

• Mosaic of Thought: Teaching 
Comprehension in a Reader’s  
Workshop by Susan 
Zimmermann and Ellin Oliver 
Keene

• The Art of Teaching Reading:  
Revisiting Shared Reading by 
Lucy McCormick Calkins

• In The Middle:  New 
Understandings About Writing,  
Reading, and Learning by 
Nancie Atwell

Book 
review/ 
book report

A book review/ book report is 
a method teachers use to 
gauge students’ 
understanding of a book once 
they’ve finished it by:

•     Ensuring that 
students grasp and 
synthesize the basic 
elements of conflict, 
plot, and character.

•     Ensuring that 
students grasp and 
synthesize the key 
ideas and details of a 
text.

• In their simplest form, book reports ask a student 
to articulate whether (or to whom) he/she would 
recommend the book and then to justify that 
recommendation (or lack thereof). Through the 
justification, you should obtain a clear sense of a 
student’s understanding of (for example) conflict, 
plot, and character.

• Though a book report enables a student to 
synthesize a text after he/she has completed it, it 
should not be your only form of monitoring. 
Since students complete book reports fairly 
infrequently (i.e., once the book is over), this 
form of monitoring doesn’t in itself build the 
notion that readers think and analyze and write 
while they read, not just after they’ve read.

• We don’t know about you, but if you sought out 
our middle school teachers, you’d learn some of 
us have been known to…lack integrity when 
completing book reports. Be aware that book 
reports are fairly easy to “write” by copying and 
pasting from online sources.

• Click here (or turn to page 57) for two 
examples.
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Computeriz
ed Quizzes

If your classroom uses a 
scripted curriculum, you might 
have access to computerized 
multiple-choice quizzes that 
students can take to 
demonstrate their 
understanding of a text after 
they’ve completed it. 
Alternatively, some schools 
use programs like 
Accelerated Reader

• Quizzes are low-capacity method for you to 
gauge comprehension.

• If you’re not certain if your school has 
such quiz programs available, talk to 
your department or grade level 
chairperson to find out.

• Visit this website to see a sample book  
             quiz: 
http://www.renlearn.com/  ar/quizzes.aspx   
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V – Investing Students in Independent Reading

The strongest readers tend to be avid, inspired readers. If you haven’t yet memorized Teach For America’s investment slogan 
(along with that lovely TAL rubric poster you’ve hung above the fireplace), let us remind you:

Investment = I Want + I Can

This section of the document contains three parts, which work in concert to build your students’ “I Want” and “I Can” in 
independent reading.

• Part 1: The Vision: What Independent Reading Mindsets Do We Want Our Kids To Possess?  
o You’ll pause to consider exactly what about independent reading you’re aiming to invest your students in.

• Part 2: Planning for Initial Investment  
o In this part, you’ll learn some strategies for investing your students in independent reading as you’re 

launching your independent reading system.
• Part 3: Planning for Ongoing Investment  

o Here, you’ll explore tactics for maintaining student investment once you’ve introduced the system to your 
kids.

Part 1: The Vision: What Independent Reading Mindsets Do We Want Our Kids To Possess?
Before we dive into various strategies for investing students in independent reading, let’s take a second (er…a paragraph) to 
ground ourselves in exactly what we’re investing students in. What mindsets do we want kids to develop about reading? The list 
below should serve as a starting point; feel free to add to add specific bullets to fit your particular classroom context.

As a student, I should be motivated to read independently because:
• I need to practice reading in order to reach our Big Goal. The fastest way for me to improve as a reader is to:

o read books on my level.
o read books that I like.
o think critically about books as I read them, so that I know what’s happening in the book.

• I need to be a strong reader to reach my life goals. Being a strong reader means I’ll acquire lots of important language and 
thinking skills. These are absolutely necessary if I am to succeed in school, be ready for college, and obtain the job I dream 
of having. 

• Reading is useful, fun, and helps me learn more about the community, country, and world in which I live. I gain knowledge 
and facts in non-fiction texts; fiction texts demand that I examine the way characters behave and interact and, in turn, how I  
behave and interact with others.   
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Part 2: Planning for Initial Investment
Below are some ideas for getting your kids excited about independent reading when you’re first introducing your independent 
reading system to them. Implement as many or as few of them as necessary in order to get your particular students invested, but 
don’t take on more than you can handle—often, the most effective investment strategies are those that are simple and thus 
consistently employed. And remember: this list certainly isn’t exhaustive, so feel free to tailor or add to these ideas to make them 
work for your classroom!

• Help your kids seek out the books they like to read  
o Students (and people, in fact!) want to perform an activity when they like that activity. By placing high-interest books 

into the hands of your students, which you considered in Section I of this document, you’re well on your way to 
building students who want to read and who read a lot. (Feel free to flip back to page 7 for a recap of the concrete 
methods you can use to introduce students to texts that interest them.)

• Build students’ understanding of why independent reading matters for their development as readers and students by linking   
your independent reading system to your  Big Goal

o As the video portion of this course stressed, research suggests that the best way for students to move forward as 
readers is for them to read high-interest books that are on their particular independent reading level. This means that 
independent reading is indispensable in driving students to make the reading progress you want them to make. 
Watch the video again, take note of the information in it, and share it with your kids! (For even more information, 
check out What Really Matters for Struggling Readers: Designing Research-Based Programs by Richard L. 
Allington.)

o Even teachers with elementary students have successfully used statistics that correlate reading performance and 
likeliness of adult achievement to motivate kids to build their reading skills. 

 Consider sharing the reading statistics that you likely encountered at institute with your students. Click here 
(or turn to page 59) for those statistics.

 Visit this PowerPoint on the Resource Exchange for an example of a lesson that incorporates statistics in 
order to invest students in independent reading: 
http://www.tfanet.org/wps/myportal/teachinglearningcenter/resourceexchange/resourceprofile?
resource_id=4ffa44dae06433a9:-60aae490:12372e0a18e:2a35 

• Invite students to reflect honestly about what’s been holding them back from being motivated to read in the past  
o In her I Read It But I Don’t Get It: Comprehension Strategies for Adolescent Readers, Cris Tovani discusses the 

benefits of engaging in frank conversations with students about their positive and negative past reading experiences, 
as well as your own. “Favorable memories,” Tovani writes, “can serve as powerful reminder that authentic reading is 
pleasurable as well as purposeful…I am determined to help students rediscover at least one positive memory and 
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use it as a cornerstone for future reading successes.”3 By conjuring up negative reading experiences, students can 
identify everything from their own reading tendencies when engaging in texts that don’t compel them to the fact that, 
say, they prefer to read books that friends are also reading so that they can discuss them together. Click here (or 
turn to page 60) for Tovani’s advice around engaging students in exploring their literary histories.

Part 3: Planning for Ongoing Investment
Below are some strategies for long-term student investment in independent reading:

• Develop individual and/or whole-class goals around independent reading  
o Many teachers have found it useful to create individual or whole-class goals around the number of pages or books 

read—along with interim benchmarks a means of celebrating reaching the benchmarks and the goal. This goal does 
not, of course, supersede or occupy more of your attention than your big goal—it’s more of a means to an end of 
your big goal, since students who are inspired to read a lot are students most likely to make substantial reading 
progress.  

 Specifically, teachers have used:
• Frequent Reader Miles/ Reading Passports—students earn “travel miles” for the number of pages they 

read, with the goal of traveling around the world. Click here (or turn to page 64) for examples. 
• Competitions between classes for the number of books read, pages read, or points earned on 

computerized comprehension tests like Accelerated Reader.
• Paper chains in which each link symbolizes a book read; classes earn a prize when the chain reaches 

a certain length.

• Explicitly connect student progress toward the big goal to student independent reading  
o As you and your students explicitly tracking their reading growth and/or mastery, connect the progress they make to 

the independent reading they do. Have several especially avid independent readers made strong progress? 
Showcase those students. Are some students not making the progress they (and you!) had hoped?   

• Monitor whether students are reading, how much they’re reading, and what they’re thinking about while they’re reading  

3 Tovani, Cris. I ReadIt But I Don’t Get It: Comprehension Strategies for Adolescent Readers. New York: Stenhouse, 2000.
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o Students (and people, in fact!) are invested in activities that are consistently emphasized as important. If you are 
monitoring student reading at home and at school, thereby ensuring that students are reading, are thinking about 
what they’re reading, and are officially measured and graded for what they’re reading, students are more likely to 
engage in this element of your classroom. Return to Section IV (page 18) for ways of monitoring student reading.

• Find small ways of celebrating students who meet your independent reading expectations  
o Create a “reading corner” of your classroom that contains rocking chairs, bean bag chairs, or other comfortable 

spots for students to read. According to a study cited by Cindy O’Donnell-Allen in A Book Club Companion:  
Fostering Strategic Readers in the Secondary Classroom, “more than half of the adolescents surveyed said they’d 
be more willing to read in a classroom where they could ‘curl up with books.’”4

 O’Donnell-Allen describes the way in which she and her students established a reading-friendly corner in her 
secondary classroom: “Over the course of a couple of weeks, we raised enough loose change to buy an 
imitation oriental rug from a street vendor and a couch, a chair, and an end table from the student council 
garage sale. Students donated a microwave, plants, and an aquarium, and we sponge-painted one cinder-
block wall to resemble the sky. Some students still chose to sit at their desks…but others vied for the couch or 
the chair, and some preferred to stretch out on the rug or lean against the wall. As long as they were 
comfortable and reading (not sleeping or doing math homework), I allowed them to choose where they 
wanted to settle.”

o Allow kids to share their independent reading with one another
 One elementary school teacher invites students to write the name of each text they finish on a leaf or apple 

made of construction paper; then, students place the cutout on their “Reading Tree.” Click here (or visit page 
66) for a photo. 

 Some teachers allow students to give a short “book talk” to the class after they’ve finished a text. In addition 
to enabling a teacher to discern a student’s understanding of the text, the student gets to share his/her unique 
knowledge with the class—and to tempt other students to read that book. 

4 O’Donnell-Allen, Cindy. The Book Club Companion: Fostering Strategic Readers in the Secondary Classroom. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 2006.
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Appendix: Linked Resources

Unless otherwise noted, all of the resources below were acquired in through the Resource 
Exchange.

Obtaining Books for a Classroom Library
• There are various national organizations that exist solely to provide teachers with funds 

to obtain resources for their classrooms. Check out the following:
o http://www.adoptaclassroom.org/index.aspx   
o http://www.donorschoose.org/  

• Contact teachers in your school, CMs or alums, or your PD to identify the region-specific 
resources available to you, such as grants from community organizations, sororities and 
fraternities, or businesses.

• CMs have also utilized the “books,” “free,” and “wanted” sections of Craigslist to obtain 
books:

o http://www.craigslist.org/about/sites  
• Garage sales, library sales, used book stores, and thrift stores can be fantastic sources. 

Teachers have also successfully used book orders to acquire books: when students 
order books for themselves (or when teachers order books for the classroom!), the 
classroom acquires “points” that, once accumulated, result in free books. 

• Previous generations of CMs have appealed to friends and family to donate funds or 
books. The DC CM featured in the online portion of this learning experience, Mr. Kim, 
used Amazon’s Wish List feature to build his classroom library.

o Read about Mr. Kim’s experience—and its impact on his students—on his blog: 
http://abcde.teachfor.us/2009/10/31/a-just-right-library/ 

o Set up your own Wish List: http://www.amazon.com/wishlist 
o Examine Mr. Kim’s letter, which he sent to friends to ask that they purchase books 

from his Wish List.
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Dear Friend,

I write to you with a request.  I am building a classroom library for the 17 tenth graders and the 53 eleventh graders in 
my English classroom.  Will you please donate books?

Let me present some data.  I have 10th and 11th graders but their median 
reading levels are at grades 6.3 and 7.3, respectively (the decimal refers to 
the month).  Put simply, the gap between where my students should 
be and where they actually are is 3.7 years.

As research has shown, the only way to improve reading abilities is to read. 
But getting my students to read is a struggle—exactly because they are 
struggling readers.  Until my students gain confidence by reading texts 
that they are actually able to read, my students will be reluctant to 
open a book on their own accord.

That is why I have spent hours putting together book lists that will hook my 
students on reading.  I also asked my students to tell me what books they wanted in the library—they are on the list too. 
The collective books chosen on the foundational list will inspire, entertain, engage, relate to, and broaden the 
horizons of my students.

You might be wondering why some of the books “lack rigor.” What you might not realize is that many of my students 
see absolutely no value in reading.  After being asked for so long to decipher overly-challenging, seemingly-irrelevant 
texts, reading seems like drudgery or punishment.  The purpose of this library is to ignite my students’ desire to 
read, so that—eventually—they will become life-long readers!

Right now, our classroom library is dismal.  First, there are more dictionaries than books. Second, 
many of the books are boring, old or decrepit (there are some that are boring, old and decrepit).  For students 
who already dislike reading—in large part because they struggle with it—our library does not do much to 
help invest them in a culture of reading.

This is why I need your help.  Please donate these high-interest books!  I’ve already told my 
students that we are building a library of books from donors across the country and around the world. 
They are excited by the idea of receiving books from all over (many have not left, and have no conception of a world 
outside, DC).  If you donated even ONE book, that would make a huge difference to my students!

The process to donate books is simple: go onto one of the following links, choose books to add to your cart and 
order them.  Select my name.  They will be shipped directly to my school. Once they arrive, my classroom librarians will 
unpack, label, and organize your generous book contributions.  We will take good care of them and read them during 
independent reading time.  It is my hope that students will eventually check out books to read at home.

Foundational Books (please focus on these first!): http://amzn.com/w/33VLR7116JCK3
“On Grade Level” Books (I need to expose them to grade level books): http://amzn.com/w/1RC24C4UKHQJS
(Feel free to send books of your own choosing—ones that I’ve missed or that you think my students would love!)

Thanks so much for your time and for any support that you can offer to my students!

Cheers,
Mr. Kim
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Leveling your Library
If you plan to label the books in your library by level, follow these steps:

1. Determine the leveling system you’ll choose. This website—
http://www2.scholastic.com/browse/article.jsp?id=3749268—explains the differences 
among the most common leveling options:
• Guided reading level (Fountas and Pinnell)
• Lexile 
• Grade level
• DRA
• Reading Recovery link

2. Determine the level of each text—and, as you do, compile a list of your books and 
their levels, so that you can keep track of them once they hit the shelves.
• The following leveling systems have their own databases into which you can type the 

name of a text and learn its level:
o Fountas & Pinnell 

 Though this database is available by subscription only, if your school or 
district uses Fountas and Pinnell, you’ll likely have access to it. It lists 
over 18,000 titles by F&P level: 
http://www.fountasandpinnellleveledbooks.com/. 

o Lexile
 This free database explains what lexiles are and how they help us 

match readers to texts, as well as enables you to search for the lexile 
levels of thousands of books across all levels: http://www.lexile.com/. 

• Not all leveling systems have such databases, however. If the leveling system you’ve 
chosen is one such leveling system, we suggest that you do the following:

o Obtain the lexile of each of your titles.
o Use one of the following conversion charts to convert the lexile to its equivalent 

in the appropriate leveling system:
 http://www.suu.edu/faculty/lundd/ReadingSite/readingresources/booklev  

eling.htm
 http://teacher.scholastic.com/products/guidedreading/leveling_chart.htm   

3. Label each book’s level:
• On the outside of the book in a student-friendly way (i.e., books falling within 
the 400-500 lexile range have an orange sticker on the spine).
• On the inside of the book in the event your outside label falls off (because it will 
fall off).
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Versions of the Five-Finger Rule
The two versions of the five-finger rule below are excerpted from Regie Routman’s Reading 
Essentials: The Specifics You Need to Teach Reading Well.5

Another version, with language more appropriate for older students, uses the acronym “I PICK”:

5 Routman, Regie. Reading Essentials: The Specifics You Need to Teach Reading Well. Portsmouth, NH: 
Heinemann, 2002.
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Teaching the Five-Finger Rule
You’ll need to teach your students how to use the Five-Finger Rule. The explicitness of your 
instruction and amount of practice you’ll need to provide students with depends upon the age of 
your kids: younger students will, of course, need more explicit instruction and practice, and older 
students will need less.

Below is an example of lesson plan for a middle-to-upper elementary classroom.

TEACHER VERSION

Making it Work #2
Great readers challenge themselves by reading “just right” books.  Great readers practice good 

reading etiquette.

OBJECTIVES: By the end of today, here’s what students will be able to do.
SWBAT choose “just right” books using the 5-finger rule & personal interest.  SWBAT describe proper book 

etiquette (we love our books!).
SWBAT describe 4 strategies that good readers use to stay focused while reading.

CFU: At the end of today, here’s how students will show mastery.

 Exit ticket
 Teacher observations during independent reading 

MATERIALS/LOOSE ENDS:  What will I need?

 Notes #2
 How to choose a book poster
 Plastic bags (for taking our books home!)
 Classroom library check-out system
 1 word journal page per student
 Powerpoint

FIRST FIVE

[Guide students through warm-up steps 1 – 5.]

Do Now:  

1. What are our big goals as a class of readers this year?
2. What goals have you set for yourself as a reader this year?

(5 min)

CONNECTION: Today’s skill is connected to what we’ve been learning and is important to know.
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We set some pretty hefty goals for ourselves yesterday!  I know that you are all capable of achieving that 
level of greatness- but it won’t come for free (or even cheap).  You’re going to need some tools and 
strategies along the way.

DIRECT INSTRUCTION: Here’s how to do it…

Let’s start with some guided notes and a quick story about a friend of mine, Goldilocks.

Raise your hand if you’ve ever heard the story of Goldilocks and the Three Bears.  Who can remind 
their classmates what that story was about? (Accept reasonable answers).
Right—everything was too big, too small, or just right.  Books are the exact same way.  They can 
be too easy, too hard, or just right.  

We’re going to call it the Goldilocks rule.  We all like to read easy books sometimes, but they don’t 
push us to grow as readers, so we don’t want to spend too much time on them.

And even though it makes sense that reading really challenging books would make us better 
readers, it usually just gets frustrating!

A quick, easy way to see if a book is “just right” is to use the 5-finger rule. (Read a whole page of 
the book.  Each time you come across a word you don’t know, hold up a finger.  If you don’t have 
any fingers up, the book is probably too easy.  If you have all 5 fingers up, the book is probably too 
hard.)  You should also ask yourself—“What did I just read?” If you’re confused or unsure, you 
might want to choose a different book.

Strategies for selecting books: (Make Poster; review if time).
1. Look at the cover.
2. Read the back (look for a summary or synopsis).
3. Look for recommendations 
4. 5-finger rule 

(7)

GUIDED INSTRUCTION: Now let’s try an example together…
Walk students through the process of choosing an independent reading book.  

 “The Cat in the Hat,” “Christopher Columbus,” and “Stargirl.”  Ask students guiding questions 
(How many mistakes did I make?  Was my reading smooth or choppy? Etc.) and have them help 
determine whether each book is too easy, too hard, or just right.

 (8)

LINK: Here’s how you will apply the strategy independently.
Go over expectations for choosing independent reading books—where the bins will be, how long 
we will spend doing this, and the appropriate noise level (library).  Once students have chosen 
their 2 books, they should silently return to their seats and begin reading right away!
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INDEPENDENT PRACTICE: Now you will apply this strategy independently.
Students will choose two “just right” books and begin reading independently.  
Teacher will briefly conference with all students to note which books each student has (at minimum) and 
whether or not the books truly are at the appropriate reading level (ideally).

(20)

SHARE:  Discuss what you learned.
Share with a partner how you did with choosing your book.  Briefly discuss whole class.  (3)

CLOSING: 
MILLION DOLLAR QUESTION! (special prize for the winning section at the end of each quarter!)

1. Explain the 5 finger rule.
2. (Review from yesterday) What should you look like & sound like as you enter a classroom?
3. (Review from yesterday) What should you look like & sound like as you exit a classroom?

(5 mins)

LIFEWORK:  What will we do tonight? 

 

DIFFERENTIATION: How will you meet the learning profiles and interests of all learners?

Students choose independent reading books that are differentiated by interest and reading level.
Active reading strategies & explicit modeling.

STUDENT VERSION

Making it Work  #2
Great readers challenge themselves by reading “just right” books.  Great readers practice 

good reading etiquette.

Do Now:  What should I do as soon as I walk in the room?

1. What are our big goals as a class of readers this year?

2. What goals have you set for yourself as a reader this year?
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CONNECTION: Today’s skill is connected to what we’ve been learning and is important to know.
We’ve set our big goals- but results don’t come for free!  We’re going to lay a foundation to help us 
reach our goals.

DIRECT INSTRUCTION: I’ll show you how to do it

What can we learn from Goldilocks? 

The 5 Finger Rule

1. Read _____________________________________. 

2. Hold ______   _____________________  up for each _________________ that you make.

3. If you have ___________ fingers up, it’s too __________________!

4. If you have _____________ fingers up, it’s too h______________________.

GUIDED PRACTICE:  Let’s try one together:
1. “The Cat in the Hat” by Dr. Seuss.

                       Too easy                        Just right                       Too hard

How did you know? _______________________________________________________________

2. “100 Years of Solitude” by Gabriel Garcia Marquez

                       Too easy                        Just right                       Too hard

How did you know? _______________________________________________________________

3. “Stargirl” by Jerry Spinelli

                       Too easy                        Just right                       Too hard

How did you know? _______________________________________________________________

INDEPENDENT PRACTICE: Here’s how you will apply this independently.
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  My “just right” books:
1. ____________________________________________
2. ____________________________________________

1
I did not begin reading 

right away.  I made noises 
that distracted my 

classmates. I had trouble 
staying focused and read 
less than half  the time.

2
I did not begin reading 

right away, and had some 
trouble staying silent.  I 

was focused on my book 
for about half the time.

3
I began reading right 
away, but had a little 

trouble staying focused.  I 
read for most of the time 

(about 80%).

4
I began reading right 

away, and was silent so 
that my classmates and I 

could focus.  I kept my 
eyes on my book and 

read for the entire time.
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Integrating Independent Reading into your Lesson
Below are example agendas that demonstrate how you might integrate independent reading into 
a 50-minute lesson and a 100-minute lesson, respectively. Use these to prompt your thinking, 
but don’t feel too tied to them: while they’re tried-and-true methods, they certainly aren’t the only 
options. 

Example #1: Independent Reading in a 50-Minute Lesson
5 min Do Now Vocabulary Builder
5 min Pre-Reading
15 min Read Aloud/ Shared Reading
5 min Post-Reading
15 min Independent Reading
5 min Closing

Example #2: Independent Reading in a 100-Minute Lesson
7 min Do Now Vocabulary Builder
5 min Pre-Reading
20 min Read Aloud/ Shared Reading
64 min 20-minute Rotations (with transition time accounted for)

- Independent Reading
- Guided Reading (small groups read with teacher)
- Writing (specifically, students reflect on text read in shared reading)

 4 min Closing
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Expectations for Student Actions during In-Class Reading
Example #1: Elementary (with student self-monitoring)

Name_____________________________________________________________ Class_____________

Independent Reading Rubric

Excellent Job

        +

100 %

• Has book ready to read
• Uses reading time wisely
• Selects book on his/her level
• Is quiet and focuses on reading 

during class reading time

Good Job

80 %

• Has a book with them in class
• Uses reading time wisely most of 

the time
• Usually has a book on level
• Is mostly quiet and focuses on 

reading time, though not 
focused at times

Needs Improvement

       -

60%

• Does not have book to read
• Uses reading time 

inappropriately
• Reads books not on his/her level
• Is loud and disruptive while class 

is reading, talks out loud and is 
not focused

My score for independent reading today is: __________ %

I think I deserve this grade because:
_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________
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Example #2: Secondary
This example spans two pages. The first page shows the teacher’s theme for her independent 
reading (which also functions as an investment strategy), and it is necessary in order to 
understand the second page, which explicates the expectations. 

An additional note: while the theme for independent reading may be appropriate for middle 
school students, it is not age-appropriate for high school students. The expectations, however, 
are appropriate for high school students.

Final Grade: ____________ %

Breaking News!!
Independent Reader on the Loose

Late Sunday night Ms. Albers, a Communication Arts teacher, was 
awakened by an unexpected phone call.  On the line was a 
detective from the Bronx Police Department with the following 
urgent message:

7th graders: your task is to GET CAUGHT 
by the secret detective.

If caught and found guilty THE Independent Reader will earn…
⊗ the title “Reader of the Week” 
⊗ a good phone call home
⊗ a special certificate to prove guilt

Flip to the back to find out how to GET CAUGHT!

“The Independent Reader has escaped from the local jail! 
It appears the suspect is disguised as a 7th grade student 
from Academy 2012.  The Bronx Police Department has sent a 
secret detective in to the classroom to identify THE 
Independent Reader.  We must catch this Reading Rockstar 
immediately!”
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Independent Reader on the Loose!
DETECTIVE’S NAME:
DATE: TITLE: Dr.  Mr. Mrs. Ms. Other_________
CASE NUMBER AND TITLE:054321101ENS, Independent Reader on the Loose

SUSPECT #1’s NAME:
What evidence is there to suggest that Suspect #1 is THE Independent 
Reader?

4
GUILTY!

3 2 1
INNOCENT!

Prepared Arrives to class with 
book in hand every 
day of the week.

Arrives to class with 
book in hand 4 days 
of the week.

Arrives to class with 
book in hand 2-3 
days of the week.

Arrives to class with 
book in hand 0-1 
days of the week.

Quiet Reads in complete 
silence the entire 
reading time.

Reads in complete 
silence for most of 
the reading time.

Reads in complete 
silence for less than 
half of the reading 
time.

Does not read in 
complete silence at 
all during the reading 
time.

In Seat Stays in assigned seat 
the entire reading 
time.

Gets out of seat once 
during the reading 
time.

Gets out of seat 2 
times during the 
reading time.

Gets out of seat 3 or 
more times during the 
reading time.

Book 
Level

Reads a chapter 
book that is “Just 
Right.”

Reads a chapter book 
that is a little too 
hard or a little too 
easy.

Reads a chapter book 
that is way too hard 
or way too easy.

Does not read a 
chapter book.

Respect Respects the readers 
around him/her the 
entire reading time.

Respects the readers 
around him/her most 
of the reading time.

Respects the readers 
around him/her less 
than half of the 
reading time.

Does not respect the 
readers around 
him/her.

On Task Completes the entire 
reading task when 
assigned by teacher.

Completes most of 
the reading task 
when assigned by 
teacher.

Completes less than 
half of the reading 
task when assigned 
by teacher.

Does not complete 
the reading task when 
assigned by teacher.

THE EVIDENCE AGAINST SUSPECT #1 is:
 Strong  Medium  Weak
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Sample Check-Out Log for Classroom Library

NAME TITLE GENRE
CHECK
OUT

CHECK
IN
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Level One Monitoring: Reading Logs
Though the reading log below is designed for out-of-class use, it can easily be modified for class 
use by removing the Saturday and Sunday rows, the out-of-class instructions at the bottom of 
the sheet, and the request for a parent signature. 

And remember: if you teach students in pre-kindergarten, kindergarten, or first grade, this log 
might suffice for out-of-class reading (though you’ll need to request that parents and guardians 
help complete it); however, you’ll likely need to take anecdotal notes for in-class monitoring.

Name: _____________________________   Date:        /       /            

READING LOG  
DAY AUTHOR(S) TITLE

START TIME  START PAGE 
END TIME  END PAGE 

M
: #
: #

Tu
: #
: #

W
: #
: #

Th
: #
: #

F : #
: #

Sa : #
: #

Su : #
: #

 

 Students are expected to read for at least 30 minutes every evening.  This log is due every Monday of the 
following week.  Students may read books, magazines, newspapers, or online articles. However, e-mail and 

text messages do not count as reading. 

 Parent / Guardian Signature: 
___________________________________________________
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Level Two Monitoring: Reading Logs
Example #1:
The reading log below serves as a Level One and a Level Two monitoring system. In the 
“Quickwrite” section, students respond to a prompt provided by the teacher. This can easily be 
transformed into an out-of-class log.
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Example #2:
Here, students record their reading log responses into a notebook. Though this is an out-of-
class system, it could be modified for in-class use. 

- How are you similar or different to the main character? 
- If the characters in the story were (food, vegetables, 

colors, animals…), what would they be and why?
- Put yourself in the place of the main character.  Would 

you make the same choices?  Why or why not?
- Compare and contrast the setting of the story to your 

home or some place you have visited.
- How would you explain this part of the text to a friend?
- What do you think will happen right after this?  Why?
- Why did actions in this chapter or section take place?
- Who is telling the story?  How does it help you 

understand the story? 
- Make an SDBST chart for a chapter and write a 

summary.
- Would you like to read something else by this author? 

Why or why not?
- How can you make a big connection between your life 

and the story?
- What have you learned that you did not know?
- What questions do you have that you want to continue 

to investigate?
- What can you (the reader) tell about the author?
- How is the book organized?
- What other sources can help you understand this topic?
- Make a diagram showing the main idea and supporting 

details. 
- What is the most exciting thing that you learned?  Why 

was it surprising?

Note from teacher:
This document was trimmed and pasted inside the front cover of my students� reading response logs which they  
completed each evening for homework.  I checked the logs daily for completion and my students chose their best entry  
of the week to total their pages read and receive a grade.  

On the first day, we completed an entry together in class based on our read aloud.  I also made each student record  
the phone numbers of at least three friends in the class so they could ask their friends before calling me.

Page Setup

Date                        Book Title
Time Started        Page Started
Time Ended          Page Ended
Total Time            Total Pages

What To Do If You’re Having 
Trouble Writing a Response

1. Reread your selection.
2. Talk to someone about what 

you read.
3. Use a journal entry idea.
4. Make up your own entry 

topic.
5. Brainstorm.
6. Call a friend.
7. Call Ms. Hoffman.
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Reading Response Expectations
Read for at least 20 minutes each night.
Record the time you start and end.
Record the pages on which you start and end.
Write a response that is at least ½ page about what 
you read.
Bring your reading response log to class daily.



Example #3:
A more advanced reading log, this “Thinkmark” permits students to select the reading 
comprehension strategies or literary devices that figure most prominently in their reading. The 
next page features the rubric one teacher uses to evaluate student responses.
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Name: ___________________________________________

Date: _______________________________

THINKMARK RUBRIC

Category Excellent (3) Proficient (2) Novice (1)
Skill Student has written the 

skill at the top of the 
block and his/her writing 
(or drawing) 
appropriately reflects the 
selected skill.

Student has written the 
skill at the top of the 
block but his/her writing 
(or drawing) only 
somewhat reflects the 
selected skill.

Student has written the 
skill at the top of the 
block but his/her writing 
(or drawing) does not 
reflect the selected skill.

ideas Student has written a 
detailed analysis of the 
text, including well-
developed thoughts on 
why the author made the 
choices that he/she did. 
(For example: The point-
of-view is third person 
limited. This forces the 
reader to identify with 
only one character. Since 
the story is told from an 
anti-hero’s point-of-view, 
this forces the reader to 
identify with someone 
whom he might normally 
disagree with. The reader 
therefore must consider 
other perspectives than 
his own, perhaps making 
him re-consider what 
makes someone “good.”) 

Student has attempted 
an analysis of the text, 
writing down some 
thoughts on the author’s 
choices. (For example: 
The point-of-view is third 
person limited. This 
forces the reader to 
identify with only one 
character.)

Student has written a 
one-sentence response 
without considering the 
effect of the author’s 
choices. (For example: 
The point-of-view is third 
person limited.)

Text Evidence Student uses specific 
examples from the text. 
(For example: Rorschach 
breaks a customer’s 
fingers when no one can 
tell him who murdered 
Edward Blake.)

Student uses general 
examples from the text. 
(For example: Rorschach 
uses violence many 
times.) 

Student has not used any 
examples from the text.

Neatness Student has written 
neatly and legibly. 
Assignment looks 
professional and 
presentable. Assignment 
reflects the student’s best 
efforts.

Student has written 
sloppily. Assignment 
looks crumpled, like 
someone stuffed it into a 
backpack.

Student has written 
illegibly. (Teacher cannot 
read responses.) 
Assignment has stains 
and rips. Assignment 
does not reflect the 
student’s best efforts.
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Level Two Monitoring: Reading Log Prompts
The following reading log prompts were taken from Laura Robb’s Teaching Reading in Middle  
School.6 Use them to jump-start your thinking, but feel free to search out others or invent your 
own!

6 Robb, Laura. Teaching Reading in Middle School. New York: Scholastic, 2000.
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Level Two Monitoring: Letters/ Interactive Journals
The example below is taken from Nancie Atwell’s In the Middle:  New Understandings About  
Writing, Reading, and Learning, and it reflects a written conversation between Atwell and one of 
her middle school students.7

7 Atwell, Nancie. In the Middle: New Understandings About Reading, Writing, and Learning. 2nd ed. Portsmouth, NH: 
Boynton/Cook Publishers, Inc., 1998.
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Level Two Monitoring: RAFT
Below is a list of roles, audiences, formats, and topics for potential RAFTs. These examples 
come from Project CRISS: Creating Independence through Student-owned Strategies by Carol 
M. Santa, Lynn T. Havens, and Bonnie J. Valdes, but feel free to craft your own!8

8 Santa, Carol M., Lynn T. Havens, and Bonnie J. Valdes. Project CRISS: Creating Independence through Student-
owned Strategies. 3rd ed. Dubuque, IA: Kendall/Hunt Publishing Company, 2004.
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Level Two Monitoring: Book Review/ Book Report
Example #1:

Book Completion Form 

Name:________________________________________ Date:_____________________

Title:________________________________________________________________

Author:______________________________________________________________

Short summary of the book:
________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

___                                                                                                                                                   

Write one important thing you have learned from this book in ONE sentence:

________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

Rate It: On a scale of 1 to 10, 10 being the most amazing book you’ve ever read, 1 
being the worst piece of garbage to hit a printer, how was your book?

1           2          3           4            5           6           7           8           9           10

Why do you feel that way?
________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________
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Example #2:
These book report/ book review guidelines are from the classroom of Laura Robb, and they can 
be found in her book Teaching Reading in Middle School.9

9  Robb, Laura. Teaching Reading in Middle School. New York: Scholastic, 2000.

58



Use Statistics to Motivate Students

Overhead EL 1.2

In 
international 
comparisons of 
performance 
on reading 
assessments, 
U.S. eleventh 
graders have 
placed very 
close to the 
bottom.10

So strong is the link between literacy and 
being a useful member of society that some 
states use 3rd grade-level reading statistics as 
a factor in projecting future prison 
construction.11

FACTS ABOUT 
LITERACY

44 million adults 
in the U.S. can�t 
read well enough 
to read a simple 
story to a child.12

Between 1983 and 1999, more than 10 
million Americans reached the 12th 

grade without having learned to read at 
even a basic level.  In the same period, 
more that 6 million Americans dropped 
out of high school altogether.13

More than 20% of 
adults read at or 
below a fifth-grade 
level� far below 
the level needed to 
earn a living 
wage.14

10 Adolescents and Literacy: Reading for the 21st Century” Alliance for Excellent Education.
11 Bob Chase, (Former) President, National Education Association.
12 National Adult Literacy Survey (1992) NCEC, U.S. Department of Education.
13 A Nation Still at Risk, U.S. Department of Education, 1999.
14 National Adult Literacy Survey (1992) NCES, U.S. Department of Education.
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Explore Students’ Literary Histories

Important Book & Literary History

Most everyone can remember a book that has had an impact on his or her own life.  Often this 
book is connected to a pleasurable experience.  It could have been the first book you ever 
learned to read.  It could have been a book that troubled you.  An important book doesn’t 
necessarily have to be well-loved.  Think about your history as a reader.  Recall a book that 
sticks out in your mind and complete the following:

Title: _________________________________________________________________________

Author: ______________________________________________________________________

Explain two reasons why the book is important to you:

1.

2.

Literary histories can often determine how we read and write.  Past reading experiences 
influence our current reading and writing.  List five positive or negative reading and/or writing 
events that affect the way you read and write today.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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AZ 9th Grade 
Reading 
Standard

(1.5.1) Read from a variety of genres with accuracy, automaticity (immediate  
recognition), and prosody (expression).

(1.6.4) Connect information and events in text to experience and to related text  
and sources.

Teacher 
Facilitation

Objective: Students will reflect on their reading history.  Students will recognize  
the role that their personal history has had in shaping their reading proficiency.

• It is important to acknowledge that struggling adolescent readers 
don’t just happen; each student has a set of experiences that 
shapes their attitudes towards reading, and those attitudes 
impact their development as proficient readers

• Most struggling readers have accumulated many and consistent 
negative experiences with reading: constant difficulty with 
comprehension, humiliation in front of peers, negative messaging 
from teachers doubting their ability, lack of real-world examples 
valuing reading, etc.

• Many struggling readers cannot remember their last positive 
experience with a book

• Important book histories ask students to think back and try to 
recall at least one positive experience they’ve had with reading; 
for some that may have been in kindergarten or outside of a 
formal school setting

• It also lets them acknowledge how negative experiences with 
reading also played a role in getting them where they are today

• It’s important for teachers to share their own reading histories 
and to expose their own negative experiences with books; often, 
struggling readers perceive the “good” or “smart” students have 
an easy time reading and never struggle

• After modeling your own personal book history, have students 
work on creating their own; this activity will require a lot of 
teacher-prompting for some students

• Expect “I hate all reading” and “I don’t have any positives.  Books 
suck!”

• Encourage students to be honest about their negative attitudes 
and experiences that helped create those feelings, but also push 
them to try to remember some time that they had a good 
experience with a book

• Depending on class size, ask students to share 1 positive and 1 
negative experience with reading with the whole class or in a 
small group setting; encourage class discussion on how these 
experiences have shaped them as readers

• Ask students to do a quickwrite reflection after the discussion 
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answering the question, “Did you notice any similarities or trends 
in your classmates’ book histories?  Why do you think our 
personal book histories are important?”

Assessment
For their oral sharing of personal book histories, you can use this checklist 
(also provide to students before the activity):

Important Book History Self-Check

Did you…
____ Share at least one positive and one negative experience with reading?
____ Write one sentence explaining why each was positive or negative?
____ Tell how old you were or what grade the experience took place in?
____ Include the titles of the books for each experience?
____ Include the authors of the books (if you remember)?
____ Speak in a clear voice that was loud enough for your classmates to 

hear?
____ Make eye-contact with your classmates while speaking?
____ Answer any questions you classmates had respectfully?
____ Make at least 3 respectful comments on other classmates’ book 

histories?

Example
Title: The Polar Express

Author: Chris Van Allsburg

Explain two reasons why the book is important to you:

1. We read this picture book every year on Christmas Eve as little kids,  
right before we put the cookies out for Santa and had to go to bed.  
My mom kept it hidden the rest of the year, so it was a special treat.  
My brother and sister and I would sit around and look at the beautiful  
picture as my mom read it to us.

2. This book makes me remember happy memories with my family.  On  
the inside cover, you can see where my little sister did this drawing  
when she was 3 or 4 and how she tried to spell our names with these  
shaky letters.  I still have the book.

Literary histories can often determine how we read and write.  Past reading 
experiences influence our current reading and writing.  List five positive or 
negative reading and/or writing events that affect the way you read and write 
today. You don’t have to ask student to go into as much detail here, but it is 
helpful to model a wide range of reading experiences for them to help prompt 
more thoughtful responses on their part.

1. Great Expectations   by Charles Dickens – Ugh!  We had to read this in  
9th grade, and it was inside our huge textbooks.  I had to carry it home 
for a mile walk every day.  It was so heavy, so I started to hate it.

2. James and the Giant Peach   by Roald Dahl – I thought it was so funny  
that James’ parents were killed by an angry rhinoceros on the first  
page!  I read that book and laughed the whole time.

3. When I was in 2nd grade, I was reading Nancy Drew mysteries, and 
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there was a character named Hannah, and I didn’t know how to say  
the name.  It looked a lot like the word Hanukah, which we had just  
studied in a unit on holidays, so I just started calling her Hanukah in my  
head.  When I did a book report in class, I kept talking about this  
person Hanukah and my teacher interrupted me and asked who I was  
talking about.  Kids laughed at me and it was so embarrassing. 

4. One day, when I was about 8 I told my dad I was bored, and so he got  
The Red Pony by John Steinbeck off the shelf and told me it was his  
favorite book when he was young.  It was the first book that wasn’t in a  
series like Babysitter’s Club or Nancy Drew that I read.  I was really lucky  
to have a dad who always gave me great books to read and we 
would talk about them.  Ever since, John Steinbeck has been my  
favorite author, just like my dad.

5. The Scarlett Letter   by Nathaniel Hawthorne – I had to read it in 11th 

grade, and my teacher made us analyze all these symbols.  I hated this  
book, and I think it was the first time I cheated and used SparkNotes on  
line to help me write a paper.

Author/Source Tovani, C. (2000). I read it but I don’t get it: Comprehension Strategies for  

Adolescent Readers. Portland, MN: Stenhouse Publishers.
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Individual or Whole-Class Goals around Independent Reading: Frequent Reader Miles/ Reading 
Passports

Frequent Reader Miles
“A journey of a thousand miles must begin with a single step.” - Lao Tzu

The FACTS:
• The circumference of Earth is about 25,000 miles (at the equator).

• To fly around the world would take about 70 hours.

The CHALLENGE:
• Books and pages read during independent reading time in class or 

out of class will be “miles” used to travel around the world.

• The first class to circle the globe will celebrate their 
accomplishment with a class celebration (details TBA).

• Along the way there are “mileage markers” to celebrate progress. 
Mileage markers include raffles and music choice days.

The LOGISTICS:
• Periods 2/3, 8/9: ONE PAGE = ONE MILE

o You are responsible for keeping track of pages read and 
completing your Reader Response Journal Entries regularly.

o NOTE: Pages will not be counted if you are not up to date 
with your RRJ.

• Period 5: ONE BOOK = 500 MILES

o You are responsible for keeping track of pages read and 
completing your Reader Response Journal Entries regularly.

o NOTE: Pages will not be counted if you are not up to date 
with your RRJ.

o HONORS: When you finish a book, complete a “500 MILES” sheet 
from the envelope.  Return your work to the “In” envelope.

• MILES WILL BE TALLIED ON THURSDAYS AND FLAGS WILL BE MOVED ON 
FRIDAYS.

Happy Travels!
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Where are we going?
“A journey of a thousand miles must begin with a single step.” - Lao Tzu
Journey #1: 24,700 miles Journey #2: 28,000 miles

STOP #1: LONDON, England

3,500 miles from New York City

STOP #1: DAKAR, Senegal

3,800 miles from New York City

STOP #2: ATHENS, Greece

1,500 miles from London

STOP #2: LAGOS, Nigeria

1,500 miles from Dakar

STOP #3: KATHMANDU, Nepal

3,600 miles from Athens

STOP #3: ANTANANARIVO, Madagascar

3,500 miles from Lagos

STOP #4: TOKYO, Japan

3,200 miles from Kathmandu 

STOP #4: MALE, Maldives

2,300 miles from Antananarivo 

STOP #5: HAWAII, USA

3,900 miles from Tokyo

STOP #5: SINGAPORE, Singapore

2,100 miles from Male

STOP #6: QUITO, Ecuador

5,500 miles from Hawaii

STOP #6: SYDNEY, Australia

3,900 miles from Singapore

STOP #7: SANTO DOMINGO, DR

1,400 miles from Quito

STOP #7: NANDI, Fiji

2,000 miles from Sydney

STOP #8: TALLAHASSEE, Florida, USA

1,200 miles from Santo Domingo

STOP #8: HAWAII, USA

3,200 miles from Nandi

LAST STOP! NYC, New York, USA

900 miles from Tallahassee

LAST STOP! NYC, New York, USA

5,000 miles from Hawaii
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Allow Kids to Share their Independent Reading with One Another
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