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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Aiming for Academic
Excellence in Middle-Grades
Curricula

Good things are
happening in many
middle-grades class-
rooms throughout the
country. Students are
learning to think
deeply about the sub-
jects they are studying
and are enthusiastic
about their coursework.
Their work requires
them to think hard,
explain and support
their ideas, and apply
their understanding to
new situations.

Third period ends with a few, hurried instructions about homework
from the teacher as students pack up their pens, pencils, and note-
books.  They pour into the halls, moving in small packs to their next
classes.  Some scurry and others adopt a leisurely stroll, using the
time to catch up with friends.  The energy bounces off the lockers lin-
ing the corridors.  Waves of students surge through open classroom
doors—they plop books onto desks and slide into their seats.  A soft
sigh slips into the emptying hallways as students unpack those pens,
pencils, and notebooks and prepare to think and work hard.

When classroom doors close and lessons begin, we want our chil-
dren to be intellectually challenged and engaged by their work.
And indeed, good things are happening in many middle-grades
classrooms throughout the country.  Students are learning to
think deeply about the subjects they are studying and are enthusi-
astic about their coursework.  Their work requires them to think
hard, explain and support their ideas, and apply their understanding
to new situations.

How can we extend these conditions to more students in more
schools?  The answer involves making a number of interconnect-
ed changes:  establishing district policies that promote and sup-
port quality instruction, adopting clearly articulated standards for
student learning and performance, using high-quality curricula,
improving teacher education, providing ongoing professional
development for teachers already in the classroom, and develop-
ing community support. This guide will help educators address
one of these areas of change—designing and using high-quality
curriculum to promote high standards of student achievement.
Guiding Curriculum Decisions for Middle-Grades Language Arts is part
of a series of curriculum guides for middle-grades language arts,
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mathematics, science, and social studies.1 This guide offers a set
of principles for making curriculum decisions and illustrates these
principles with practitioners’ descriptions of their experiences in
implementing standards-based curricula.

This guide series was developed at Education Development
Center, Inc. with the support of the Edna McConnell Clark and
W.K. Kellogg Foundations.  It is based on interviews with more
than 100 middle-grades educators who are using standards-based
curriculum approaches and materials in their districts, schools,
and classrooms.  This introductory chapter sets the scene for the
scope of the guide series, focusing on language arts but drawing
examples more broadly from all of the major middle-grades
subject areas.

The need for new approaches to curriculum and instruction is
clear.  Over the past fifteen years educators have been taking a
hard look at American students’ academic performance.  Educators
and employers alike express concerns about the educational
accomplishments of America’s youth.  American students are out-
performed by peers in many other countries.  Within the last
decade each major subject area has developed academic stan-
dards that raise the bar for student achievement and perform-
ance.2 In order to meet these standards, teachers face new aca-
demic and pedagogical challenges.  They must teach more
demanding and extensive subject area content, they must develop
different instructional strategies, and they must reach a wider
range of students.  Having a high-quality curriculum to guide
instruction is a key to meeting these challenges.

While the school or district may specify a grammar text or litera-
ture anthology to use, or stipulate particular novels for students to
read, most language arts teachers construct their own curriculum

In order to meet these
standards, teachers
face new academic and
pedagogical challenges.
They must teach more
demanding and exten-
sive subject area con-
tent, they must develop
different instructional
strategies, and they
must reach a wider
range of students.
Having a high-quality
curriculum to guide
instruction is a key to
meeting these challenges.

2 Aiming for Academic Excellence/Introduction
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1 The anticipated publication date for the social studies guide is in the fall of 2001.
2 In 1989 the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) was the first
national organization to produce a set of K-12 curriculum standards for a major
subject area.  Since then, the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE)
and the International Reading Association (IRA) have collaborated on language
arts standards; the National Research Council (NRC) and Project 2061 of the
American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) have each pub-
lished science standards (the AAAS uses the term “benchmarks” instead of “stan-
dards”), and the National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS) has authored
social studies standards.  In addition, the National Center on Education and the
Economy has published New Standards™ Student Performance Standards for lan-
guage arts, mathematics, science, and applied learning.  Information about sub-
ject area standards can be found on the websites of all of these organizations.



from these and other components.  The availability and use of
published curriculum materials are more limited in language arts
than in other subject areas.  We have puzzled a good deal about
why this is the case since, in principle, it should be no more of a
challenge to develop and publish quality curriculum materials for
language arts than for other subject area disciplines.  Although we
have no definitive answer to our own question, it does seem that
several factors contribute to this situation.  Language arts curricu-
lum tends to be less prescriptive in part because the content is
less constrained.  Language arts teachers have a huge range of
choices of literature to teach.  Moreover, the skills and processes
that students learn in language arts overlap with a variety of other
subject areas.  Another factor is the desire of teachers to tailor
language arts experiences to the particular circumstances of their
own students.  In addition, perhaps because so much of the con-
tent of language arts is literature and writing, realms of creativity
and personal expression, language arts teachers tend to guard
their autonomy with particular zeal. 

What do we mean by “curriculum”?
In a broad sense, curriculum refers to the ideas, skills, processes,
and dispositions that educators and content specialists identify
as the important ones for students to learn.  Many states and
districts have developed curriculum frameworks that articulate
these learning goals.  (Districts may further refine this articula-
tion by indicating the concepts and skills to be learned at each
grade level.)  The written lessons, activities, exercises, and sup-
porting materials provide the means through which teachers
engage students in learning, articulating the important content
to teach and offering teachers a structure and organization for
instruction.  Language arts teachers build their curriculum pro-
grams by defining their goals for student learning and planning
activities and selecting materials that will support those goals.

Adapted from Lynn T. Goldsmith, June Mark, and Ilene Kantrov, Choosing a
Standards-Based Mathematics Curriculum (Portsmouth, NH:  Heinemann,
2000), 2.  Copyright © 1998 by Education Development Center, Inc., K-12
Mathematics Curriculum Center.  Published by Heinemann, a division of Reed
Elsevier, Inc., Portsmouth, NH.

We have designed Guiding Curriculum Decisions for Middle-Grades
Language Arts to help language arts educators make their curriculum

3Aiming for Academic Excellence/Introduction
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decisions in thoughtful and principled ways.  Like its companion
guides for the other major subject areas, this guide includes:

• Critical questions that embody a set of principles to guide cur-
riculum decision making.

• Vignettes about curriculum design and implementation that
use practitioners’ own voices to illustrate how the principles
are addressed in practice.

• Curriculum profiles that provide examples of standards-based
language arts curriculum programs.

• An annotated list of other resources that may be useful to
curriculum decision making. 

The principles we propose to guide decision making are general
ones that pertain to any subject area.  They articulate three essen-
tial components of any academically excellent curriculum—academic
rigor, equity, and developmental appropriateness.  These three
components provide the foundation on which the guides are based.
The next section introduces these components, and is followed by
some additional information about this guide:  a brief tour of the
remaining chapters of the guide and a description of our process
for identifying and interviewing practitioners about their experi-
ences bringing the standards into their classroom instruction.

Principles to Guide Curriculum
Decisions:  Three Components of
Academically Excellent Curricula
The framework we describe below specifies three key components
of academically excellent curricula—academic rigor, equity, and
developmental appropriateness.  These components were first pro-
posed by members of the National Forum to Accelerate Middle-
Grades Reform, a coalition of funders, educators, researchers,
state and local leaders, and representatives of national associations
that promotes a vision of effective schools for young adolescents.3

The three components are illustrated by the diagram of interlock-
ing circles pictured throughout this introduction.  This section
describes each of the components and discusses how each pertains
to middle-grades students.

3 Joan Lipsitz, Hayes Mizell, Anthony Jackson, and Leah Meyer Austin, “Speaking
With One Voice,” Phi Delta Kappan, 78, no. 7 (1997): 553.



A view of middle-grades students  
“Teaching middle school is like being inside a kaleidoscope—the
view of the kids is always changing, and it’s always interesting.
I’ve heard middle-grades kids described in a lot of ways—mostly
contradictory.  For example, they’re really learning how to take
responsibility for themselves; they’re really wild.  They’re vigilantly
watching everyone and everything around them so they can
figure out who they are; they’re completely oblivious to the rest
of the world.  They’re kind and thoughtful; they’re rude and
obnoxious.  You can get someone in this school to agree to every
one of these descriptions, and most of us would say that, at one
time or another, they’re all true.

“I think about middle-grades students like kernels of popcorn.
They pretty much all enter sixth grade as young kids, and during
the three years we have them, they start popping at different
rates, transforming into these new adolescent creatures.  The
most obvious part of the transformation is the physical one.
There are always a few kids who enter the sixth grade looking 16
instead of 11 or 12 (or who are older to begin with because
they’ve repeated grades somewhere along the way), but mostly
the sixth graders still have the bodies of children.  And then, they
start popping.  By the end of the first year, there are a handful of
boys who are shooting up and have feet the size of canal boats,
and a bunch of girls who are beginning to look like young
women.  When everyone comes back to school the next fall,
there are more kids who are making the change, and during sev-
enth grade, even more.  It’s fun to watch friends catch up with
each other—one month, two boys will walk down the hall look-
ing like Mutt and Jeff, and two or three months later, they’re
standing shoulder to shoulder.  By the time they leave for the
high school, better than half of the girls are taller than I am—and
let’s not even talk about the boys!

“These kids are such a funny mix of becoming more grown up
emotionally and intellectually and still remaining quite young.  I
really enjoy their class discussions, because you can see the kids
revving up their mental engines.  They’re thinking deeply and
figuring out some really sophisticated stuff.  Kids will argue for
their ideas and make pretty convincing cases, too.  Even though
they’re beginning to become really passionate about some of
their ideas and beliefs, they’re also learning to listen to other
people.  Lots of times they can understand why someone else
might see things differently.  Sometimes they can even convince
others to change their minds.

“But this growing intellectual power is only part of the story.
Kids can be having this really intense and interesting discussion in
class, say about how to control variables in an experimental

Aiming for Academic Excellence/Introduction
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design.  Then, as soon as class ends, the girls may shift seam-
lessly into a debate about the ‘hottest’ TV star on their way out
the door and the boys may start to talk up the latest basketball
game or exchange tips for avoiding skateboard wipe-outs.”

— Middle-grades educator

Academic rigor:  Meeting high standards
The current efforts to set standards for student performance at
national, state, and district levels are, in essence, efforts to define
academic rigor.  At the heart of the standards movement is the
question, “What is the essential knowledge of the discipline?”  Or,
as one Massachusetts teacher has put it, the fundamental question
is, “What do I want my students to know ten years after they’ve
been in my class?”  For reform-minded educators the answer to
these questions includes understanding the major concepts of a
subject area (the “big ideas”), acquiring characteristic ways of
thinking within the discipline (“habits of mind”), and learning its
particular methods of investigation and argumentation.  The
answer also includes mastering skills, facts, and useful procedures,
but it reframes these as part of a larger intellectual enterprise
rather than as the primary goal of curriculum and instruction. 

Standards are more than a list of expectations for student accom-
plishment—they’re not simply a scope and sequence for the top-
ics to be covered over the course of a year, a grade level, or an
entire K–12 career.  Standards are guideposts to help keep stu-
dents on track for learning the fundamental ideas of the subject
area, reasoning according to the methods and conventions of the
discipline, and presenting (and, if necessary, defending) their
thinking to others.

This view of standards is pushing curriculum and instruction in
new directions.  Drawing on models of apprenticeship-style learn-
ing and on the theory that students construct their knowledge
and understanding by actively engaging with the central ideas of a
discipline, the current educational reform movement focuses on
creating opportunities for students to build and use their under-
standing in rich and complex learning contexts.  

An academically rigorous curriculum articulates a clear set of
goals for learning.  It gives teachers and students a reasonable pic-
ture of the nature of the discipline and connects them with the
same kinds of work that engage professional practitioners.  For

Aiming for Academic Excellence/Introduction
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example, students research and write persuasive essays, make and
test mathematical conjectures, or design science experiments to
test hypotheses.  A rigorous curriculum helps students exercise
general reasoning processes, develop ways of thinking that are
particular to the subject area, and acquire an understanding of
the methods for establishing and evaluating knowledge in the dis-
cipline.  For example, the language arts curriculum should help
students read and write about complex ideas, think critically, and
understand the criteria by which we judge a well-reasoned essay,
while mathematics classes should help students develop an appre-
ciation for the characteristics of a convincing mathematical argument.

In addition, a rigorous curriculum offers students (and teachers)
a coherent view of the subject area by making connections among
important ideas within the discipline.  These connections have an
effect similar to that of viewing an Impressionist painting from
across a room.  From up close, the painting looks like little more
than individual patches of color floating on the surface of the can-
vas.  From a distance, these colors coalesce into the rendering of a
three-dimensional scene.  A rigorous curriculum offers connec-
tions that help students recognize and appreciate the recurring
themes, ideas, and methodologies of the discipline instead of only
small, isolated pieces of the picture.  In addition, it emphasizes
connections between classroom study and real-world applications,
helping students to recognize the practical utility of their develop-
ing knowledge.  Finally, a rigorous curriculum uses a variety of
strategies for assessing students’ understanding and ability to
apply their knowledge to new problems or in different contexts. 

In the particular case of the middle grades, it is important that
curricula not underestimate students’ intellectual capabilities.
Early adolescence is a time of significant growth in reasoning
capacity, and students’ coursework should reflect their increasing
ability to think hypothetically and systematically.  Jean Piaget, the
grand master of cognitive developmental psychology, character-
ized the young adolescent as navigating the final major stage of
intellectual growth.4 Young adolescents become increasingly
adept at considering a variety of perspectives, examining situations
from different angles, assessing contingencies, and acknowledging

7Aiming for Academic Excellence/Introduction
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Standards are guideposts
to help keep students on
track for learning the
fundamental ideas of the
subject area, reasoning
according to the methods
and conventions of the
discipline, and presenting
(and, if necessary,
defending) their thinking
to others.

4 For an introduction to Piaget’s theories, see Herbert Ginsburg and Sylvia
Opper, Piaget’s Theory of Intellectual Development (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-
Hall, 1969), or Jean Piaget, “Piaget’s Theory,” in Carmichael’s Handbook of Child
Development, ed. P. H. Mussen (New York: Wiley, 1970), 702–732.



possible outcomes.  They can think about what might happen (or
what might have happened if conditions had been different).
Their reasoning becomes more complex and systematic as they
develop the capacity to coordinate their thinking about several
ideas at once.  A classic example is the young adolescent’s devel-
oping ability to understand that a balance beam’s balance point is
affected by the coordination of several factors:  the amount of
weight on each arm, the placement of the weights, and the
location of the fulcrum. 

The typical middle-grades curriculum is often criticized as a
rehash of previous material, a time for review to ensure that stu-
dents are prepared for their work in high school.  Students are
often seen as marking time instead of encountering new ideas and
challenging work.  An academically rigorous curriculum for the
middle grades acknowledges students’ growing cognitive capaci-
ties and provides them with intellectual challenges to help them
shape and sharpen their growing interests.  It helps students
develop their reasoning abilities and their capabilities for inquiry.
It also helps them learn to monitor and critique their work by tap-
ping their growing “metacognitive” ability—the capacity to guide
their learning by reflecting critically on their own thinking.

Many schools have looked to using interdisciplinary approaches as
a way to create more overall curricular coherence and enriching
experiences for students.  The team structures common in many
middle schools can facilitate this effort by providing opportunities
for teachers to work more closely together to establish and coordi-
nate lesson plans.  In some schools, the same teacher may be
responsible for instruction in more than one subject area.  In
addition to emphasizing connections among different disciplines,
interdisciplinary studies have the potential to explore subject area
content in much richer and more realistic contexts.  After all, the
activities and studies that comprise adult work rarely require the
skills and ideas of only a single discipline.  

It is important, however, to beware of a potential pitfall to inter-
disciplinary studies.  In practice, it is less common to create a truly
interdisciplinary curriculum than it is to integrate some of the
themes, skills, and tools of one discipline into the study of anoth-
er.  For example, it is becoming increasingly common to ask stu-
dents in mathematics class to write about their solution strategies,
or even to write and present reports.  This is a valuable addition

An academically rigorous
curriculum for the
middle grades
acknowledges students’
growing cognitive
capacities and provides
them with intellectual
challenges to help
them shape and sharpen
their growing interests.
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to mathematics classes, as it provides opportunities for students to
articulate their thinking and use communication skills.  However,
teachers rarely respond to this written work as they would to writ-
ing assignments in language arts class.  It would be unusual for
teachers to require several drafts of writing done in mathematics
class in order to help students to clarify their ideas, shape their
reasoning, and produce effective and grammatically correct
prose.  Writing assignments may integrate language arts skills into
mathematics class, but they generally are not treated with equal
weight.  Similarly, having students read a novel about the
Revolutionary War in language arts class while they study the
colonial period in social studies does not, in itself, constitute an
interdisciplinary approach to language arts and social studies.
But a truly interdisciplinary curriculum addresses the full set of
academic standards for each subject area involved, and requires
more time than is allotted for study of a single subject.

Equity:  Holding all students to high
standards
Our public education system is built on the commitment to pre-
pare all of the country’s children for productive lives as adult
members of our society.  Unfortunately, the realization of this
commitment has been imperfect, and it is often those students at
most risk for being marginalized—those with the fewest resources
and poorest prospects—who receive the least adequate
education.5 By articulating high standards for all students, the
current education reform movement raises expectations for stu-
dent performance, with particular attention to students who have
traditionally not excelled in school.  Hand in hand with these
higher expectations comes the assumption that all students can
learn important concepts and skills when instruction builds from
their current understanding, focuses on making learning mean-
ingful, and engages students’ intellectual strengths to drive the
learning process.

Educators who embrace this assumption commit themselves to
finding a wide range of instructional approaches and classroom
activities in order to meet the specific learning needs of individ-
ual students.  In the past, the most common approach for working

Hand in hand with these
higher expectations comes
the assumption that all
students can learn
important concepts and
skills when instruction
builds from their current
understanding, focuses
on making learning
meaningful, and engages
students’ intellectual
strengths to drive the
learning process.
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with students at risk of falling behind has been to “re-teach,”
going over material students have previously failed to learn by
using similar (if not identical) explanations and exercises in the
hopes that more exposure will eventually lead to greater under-
standing.  This “more of the same” approach is the educational
equivalent of trying to communicate with someone who doesn’t
speak a word of English by repeating yourself, taking extra care to
enunciate clearly and to speak more slowly and more loudly.  If
the listener has no way to make sense of your speech in the first
place, you won’t accomplish much by saying it again.  You might,
however, make some progress if you try something different, like
supplementary gestures or even pantomime.

An equitable curriculum promotes high levels of achievement
among a wide range of students by having more than one way to
convey ideas and help students acquire skills.  It includes
approaches and activities that accommodate a variety of learning
styles and provides different kinds of opportunities for students to
gain understanding of the subject area content and demonstrate
their knowledge and skill.  For example, in language arts classes,
students might read aloud as well as silently; create story webs to
help them follow the plot and structure of their reading selec-
tions; view video versions of the literature they are using in class;
act out parts of the stories themselves; and express their ideas in
essays, journal responses, artistic renderings, and oral presenta-
tions.  By offering a variety of approaches, equitable curricula
make it possible for students with different cognitive strengths and
preferred ways of accessing information to grapple with the
important ideas of the curriculum.  However, because students
have different “ways in” to the material does not mean that they
can stop working to strengthen areas of weakness.  When a
teacher shows a video of The Island of the Blue Dolphins in class, she
may make it possible for a struggling reader to follow the plot of
the story and engage in discussions about themes of loss and self-
reliance.  But showing the video is not a substitute for helping the
student become a more fluent and competent reader.  This work
still remains to be done.

An equitable curriculum offers content that is rich and deep
enough that students with different levels of understanding can all
extend their learning.  Both the kinds of topics addressed and the
kinds of work students are asked to do must be sufficiently broad

An equitable curriculum
promotes high levels of
achievement among a
wide range of students
by having more than
one way to convey
ideas and help students
acquire skills. 
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to allow everyone room to learn.  In language arts, learning activi-
ties can offer all students the chance to analyze literature, discuss
and defend their perspectives, and practice writing in different
genres.  An equitable curriculum creates opportunities for all stu-
dents, not just the most successful, to do work that challenges
them to take charge of their work, reason, organize their thoughts,
and communicate them to others.  As educator and author Anne
Wheelock has observed, “All students can benefit from the think-
ing skills and enrichment activities often offered only to those
labeled ‘gifted’ and ‘talented.’”6

Student diversity takes a number of forms:  different approaches to
learning; gender-related differences; a variety of home cultures,
languages, and life experiences; different forms of physical chal-
lenge.  Curricula should be sensitive to such differences.  The con-
texts (and, where appropriate, content) should represent a variety
of perspectives and experiences.  The work and lives of those
“dead, white, European males” are only part of the picture.  An
equitable curriculum broadens the traditional canon, ensuring
that all parts of the picture are developed.

How do issues of equity apply to middle-grades curricula in partic-
ular?  Curricula for young adolescents need to be particularly sen-
sitive to providing all students with opportunities to exercise their
newly developing logical and critical thinking skills.  Because early
adolescence is a time of intellectual growth spurts as well as physi-
cal ones, middle-grades students are developing their new cogni-
tive resources and capacities at different rates and times.  A typical
middle-grades classroom, therefore, is likely to contain students
with an especially wide range of cognitive resources and capabili-
ties.  This intensifies the challenge of creating curricula that can
promote learning for students who bring a range of skills, prior
knowledge, and reasoning abilities into the classroom. 

Developmental appropriateness:
Attending to characteristics of young
adolescents
Effective curricula are geared to the students they are designed to
reach.  Their subject area content is developed at a level of com-
plexity that builds on students’ current knowledge and encourages
them to push toward deeper and more extensive understanding.

An equitable curriculum
creates opportunities
for all students, not
just the most successful,
to do work that chal-
lenges them to take
charge of their work,
reason, organize their
thoughts, and commu-
nicate them to others. 
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If the ideas developed in the curriculum are too far removed from
students’ experience or current ways of understanding, they will
be too difficult to grasp; if the ideas are too simplistic, students
will be bored by work they already understand.  Developmentally
appropriate curricula are based on knowledge of how students’
thinking develops.  This ensures that the curricula deal with cen-
tral ideas and skills in ways that address students’ typical questions,
confusions, and evolving understandings.  As they develop curricu-
lum, language arts educators use their own experiences with stu-
dents, along with educational and psychological research regard-
ing children’s acquisition of subject area concepts and skills, to
address the needs of all their middle-grades students.

Curricula must not only engage students at an appropriate intel-
lectual level; they must engage students’ interest and attention as
well.  Unless students are motivated to connect to the ideas in the
curriculum, they will just mark time with studies that they don’t
“own.”  Developmentally appropriate curricula must therefore set
students’ academic work in contexts that are suited to their age
and interests.  

In the middle grades, a developmentally appropriate curriculum
takes into account the young adolescent’s growing cognitive
capacities, helping students move from their informal and intu-
itive ways of understanding toward more formal and systematic
approaches to the subjects they are studying.  It is also particularly
important that curricula motivate and engage middle-grades stu-
dents, since young adolescents begin to question the purpose and
value of adult-initiated assignments.  As many students move to
the middle grades, they leave their tractability behind as a sou-
venir for their elementary school teachers.  Many students
become less willing to work hard simply because a teacher
requests it, asking, “What’s the use of learning about this?”
Students are more likely to put effort into their schoolwork when
they perceive the contexts for lessons and activities to be interest-
ing, important, and relevant to their lives.  A developmentally
appropriate middle-grades curriculum capitalizes on students’
growing interest in their own communities, other cultures, and
other eras to motivate their studies.  

On the social front, the young adolescent’s more flexible and far-
reaching ways of thinking lead to a seeming paradox:  an increasing
attention to others which is paired with a growing self-consciousness.

12 Aiming for Academic Excellence/Introduction
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Students in the middle grades begin to think more deeply about
the consequences of people’s thoughts and actions, and are will-
ing to consider complex and important questions like, “What
makes a good friend?”  “What does it mean to be a slave, or a
slaveholder?”  “What do the statistics on driving age and accident
rates tell us?”  “What is the effect of human activity on the environ-
ment?”  Middle-grades students also think a lot about their own
role in the world.  Their questions about identity aren’t idle ones.
With bodies that often look and feel alien, and with newly emerg-
ing observational and analytic skills, young adolescents are often
genuinely in a state of flux.  As middle-grades students grapple
with questions about themselves and their world, they turn to their
compatriots in struggle—their peers—for self-definition and validation.

Developmentally appropriate curricula for the middle grades capi-
talize on this attention to self and peers by offering students
opportunities to develop social skills and to use their classmates as
resources for learning.  Because middle-grades students are partic-
ularly oriented toward their peer group, providing them opportu-
nities to work together offers a way to harness their keen interest
in one another toward productive educational ends.  Students can
develop their collaborative skills as well as engage their capacity to
compare and critique ideas from different perspectives.

A caution. A common misinterpretation of standards-based
reform is that it is first and foremost about offering students moti-
vating and engaging activities.  But an effort directed only at mak-
ing lessons appealing and engaging may lead to trivial intellectual
work—in an effort to hook students on learning, students may be
let off the hook of mastering content.  

Choosing fun classroom activities, using concrete, “hands-on” les-
sons, and having students work in cooperative groups do not by
themselves guarantee student learning.  Without clear academic
goals and an understanding of how to reach them, efforts to pro-
vide engaging and interesting activities are simply form without
substance.  Although subject area standards all stress the impor-
tance of student involvement, educators should not assume that
active and engaged students provide adequate evidence that sub-
stantial learning is taking place.  

There is no question that it is better for students to find their work
engaging and interesting than to be bored and unconvinced of
the value of their efforts.  However, activities may prove engaging

Developmentally
appropriate curricula
for the middle grades
capitalize on this
attention to self and
peers by offering
students opportunities
to develop social skills
and to use their
classmates as resources
for learning. 
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without stretching students’ understanding.  When this is the case,
neither the criterion for academic rigor nor that for developmen-
tal appropriateness is being met.  Quality education isn’t simply
about having students busy and happy in the classroom.  It’s about
having them engaged in work that has intellectual teeth.

Integrating the three components
Only when all three components described above are present can
a curriculum offer the intellectual depth and pedagogical perspec-
tives that create powerful learning opportunities for a wide range
of students.  Academic excellence lies at the intersection of aca-
demic rigor, equity, and developmental appropriateness.  

Because the three components work in concert to support learn-
ing, when one or another is missing or weak, the curriculum will
not promote academic excellence.  Without academic rigor, the
curriculum will have no edge as a tool for intellectual growth and
students will be denied important resources for building knowl-
edge and understanding.  However, if an academically rigorous
curriculum is inequitable (by being successful at promoting learn-
ing for only a narrow segment of the student population), its effec-
tiveness is also compromised.  It runs the risk of shortchanging
students who have interesting minds and the potential to make sig-
nificant contributions, but whose modes of learning or whose aca-
demic or social experiences are inconsistent with the limited
approaches taken by the curriculum.  And even an admirably rig-
orous curriculum will fail to promote learning if it does not
address students’ typical patterns of developing concepts and
skills, or if it fails to capture students’ interest or attention.  In cur-
riculum, as in other aspects of life, a balance among important
components is the key.

About This Guide 
This guide, like the others in the series, uses the framework
described above to examine standards-based curricula and their
implementation.  It also relies on the insights of a number of
teachers and advisors, who shared with us their thoughts and
observations about using standards-based approaches to curricu-
lum.  In addition to providing information about the implementa-
tion of particular curriculum approaches, they talked about the
“big picture”—how curriculum related to their standards for
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student performance, the instructional approaches they saw as
most effective for student learning in diverse populations, and
their commitment to professional development.  Below is a sum-
mary of the contents of Guiding Curriculum Decisions for Middle-
Grades Language Arts.

A brief tour of the guide
Guiding Curriculum Decisions for Middle-Grades Language Arts looks
at curriculum from several different perspectives.  The introduc-
tion has offered a set of principles—the three components of aca-
demically excellent curricula—as an overarching guide to curricu-
lum decision making.  Subsequent chapters use these principles
as a framework for considering curriculum decision making and
implementation.

Chapter 1. In this chapter, we look at practitioners’ experiences
to help us draw explicit connections between these principles and
the ways teachers actually plan and implement curricula to pro-
mote students’ learning.  We want this guide to speak to educa-
tors (teachers, curriculum specialists, staff developers, principals,
and central office administrators) from the place where, ultimately,
the work of the curriculum is carried out—the classroom.  By
grounding the guide in practitioners’ own descriptions of their
experiences, we aim to give readers a fuller and more vibrant pic-
ture of what makes an excellent curriculum excellent.  

The chapter is organized around “critical questions” to ask when
making curriculum decisions.  These questions are tied to the
three critical components of academically excellent curricula we
have described above:  academic rigor, equity, and developmental
appropriateness.  Each of the critical questions is then illustrated
by vignettes with practitioners’ observations of ways they (or their
districts) have addressed the question.

Chapter 2. This chapter offers two profiles that are examples of
standards-based language arts curriculum.  The first profile was
developed by a group of sixth-grade teachers.  We developed the
second.  These profiles are intended as models for how to go about
constructing a comprehensive, year-by-year curriculum that uses
high-quality literature and that addresses national standards for
reading, writing, speaking, and listening.  These profiles are also
designed to give you a sense of the complexity of the curriculum
development process.

We want this guide to
speak to educators . . .
from the place where,
ultimately, the work
of the curriculum is
carried out—the
classroom.
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Chapter 3. This final chapter provides an annotated list of addi-
tional resources to assist you in making curriculum decisions.
These resources include standards and frameworks, professional
organizations, websites, curricula that provide teachers with pro-
fessional development opportunities, professional development
resources, published literature programs and anthologies, man-
agement tools, and examples of books that provide both theoreti-
cal and practical guidance about language arts curriculum,
teaching, and learning.  

Interviews with language arts educators
In preparing this guide, we spoke to a number of language arts
educators throughout the country about their language arts cur-
ricula.  We were interested in learning from them about district-
and classroom-level curriculum choices and decisions, their
thoughts about different curriculum materials and approaches,
some of the challenges they had encountered in implementing
standards-based curricula, and ways they had resolved those
challenges.

The 40 language arts educators we interviewed for this guide
included a curriculum coordinator from a large urban district in
California, a staff developer for a group of districts in the Midwest,
a teacher in New York City, and another working on a reservation
in the Southwest.  We identified educators to interview in several
ways.  Colleagues and members of the advisory board for this
guide recommended practitioners they knew and respected.
Sometimes these practitioners, in turn, recommended that we
speak with colleagues of theirs.  Curriculum developers also rec-
ommended teachers who were familiar with standards-based
instruction and articulate about meeting the challenges of imple-
menting a standards-based curriculum.  We also contacted several
of the curriculum supervisors and coordinators whose districts
were associated with our granting agencies, the Edna McConnell
Clark and W.K. Kellogg Foundations.  The practitioners in this last
group were quite helpful in assisting us to develop a fuller picture
of the kinds of challenges that teachers face as they work to meet
standards in their classrooms. 

The interviews themselves consisted of conversations of approxi-
mately an hour in length, which followed a flexible interview pro-
tocol.  The interviews included descriptions of standards-based
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language arts curricula teachers had developed, discussion of the
literature and other resources teachers included in these curricu-
la, ways that local and state standards influenced teachers’ curric-
ular decisions, and approaches to working with students who were
succeeding or struggling in class.  We have used these interviews
in creating the vignettes in Chapter 1 and in developing the
example grades 6–8 curriculum profiled in Chapter 2.  

A final word
As we have worked on this guide, we have spoken with many
teachers who have come to believe that a standards-based curricu-
lum has helped them to teach better because it has helped them
focus on providing rigorous, equitable, and developmentally
appropriate instruction for their students.  For many, learning to
implement these curricula effectively has been a challenge, but
ultimately a rewarding one.  We hope that you, too, will find that
organizing your curriculum decisions around careful considera-
tion of standards for language arts learning can be a powerful
force in your district, school, or classroom.  And we hope that this
guide will help you to make thoughtful decisions about planning
and implementing language arts curriculum in the future.
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The three key components of academically excellent curricula
described in the introduction provide a framework for educators
faced with making curriculum decisions.  However, it is one thing
to talk in the abstract about the important components of an aca-
demically excellent curriculum and another to have an image of
what such a creature looks like and how teachers make it work in
the classroom with 150 students each day.  This chapter focuses
on what curricula that are academically rigorous, equitable, and
developmentally appropriate look like in action.  Drawing on
interviews with teachers and school leaders around the U.S. who
have experience planning and implementing exemplary lan-
guage arts curricula, this chapter takes you inside classrooms and
schools to see how educators design and use these curricula to
promote student learning. 

Critical Questions
This chapter poses a set of six “critical questions” to ask about
middle-grades curriculum.  A series of vignettes—stories told in
the voices of practitioners—illustrate how the answers to each
question emerge from the intersection of excellent curriculum,
effective teaching, and support of school and district leadership.  

Five of the six critical questions, and the corresponding sections
of this chapter, focus on the components of the curricula them-
selves—academic rigor, equity, and developmental appropriate-
ness.  (Rigor accounts for three of the questions, one focusing on
how the curriculum achieves coherence, one on how it supports
standards for teaching and learning, and the third on how it inte-
grates literature.)  A brief introduction to each section explains
the particular aspect of curricular excellence that the question
highlights.  
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The last question focuses on the kinds of professional develop-
ment teachers need in order to effectively plan and implement
excellent curricula.  The introduction to this section describes
why professional development is so important for teachers striving
for a standards-based curriculum, and characterizes strategies for
effective professional development.

Vignettes
The critical questions are illustrated by one or more vignettes that
focus on the curriculum component or implementation issue
addressed.  Because the qualities of excellent curricula are inter-
twined, there is some overlap between the vignettes within each
section and across different sections.  For example, an exemplary
curriculum that is academically rigorous will necessarily take
advantage of students’ growing cognitive capacities in the middle-
grades years—a key aspect of developmental appropriateness. 

Vignettes also vary in length, usually depending on the complexi-
ty of the curriculum features or aspects of professional develop-
ment that they illustrate.

The names and locations of the teachers, school leaders, and dis-
tricts in the vignettes are fictional.  However, the kinds of districts
(for example, urban, rural, suburban, small, large, relatively
resource-rich or -poor) and the areas of the country mentioned
do correspond to the types of districts and geographical areas rep-
resented by the practitioners interviewed.  The practitioners’
words have also been edited, and in some cases a particular
vignette represents a composite of several people’s experiences
and perspectives.  However, the vignettes do reflect the views rep-
resented in the interviews on which they were based.

Teachers who design and implement standards-based curricula
use a variety of published materials—some as classroom resources
and others to guide their planning and instruction.  For the most
part, the vignettes do not mention particular resources by name,
although they do refer to categories of materials such as literature
anthologies, and to particular examples of literature selections.
The literature selections mentioned are typical of those used by a
number of the teachers interviewed, but by no means represent a
comprehensive selection of high-quality middle-grades literature.
The final section of vignettes, on professional development, focuses
on, and names, an example of a published curriculum program
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How can we create
a coherent language
arts curriculum that
has a deliberate and
integrated design?  

that offers professional development support.  This is one of sev-
eral such programs that are described briefly in Chapter 4, along
with other examples of the kinds of resources teachers can draw
on in planning and implementing standards-based curricula.
Teachers in several of the vignettes refer to the authors of some of
these resources; a list of references at the end of this chapter
identifies examples of these authors’ works.

A strong language arts curriculum is coherent, with all the parts
connected.  It has a deliberate design that focuses on promoting
the skills and knowledge students need to achieve high standards.
A coherent curriculum:

• Integrates language arts concepts, processes, and skills.

• Builds students’ understanding of concepts and mastery of
skills and processes over time.

• Makes connections among the different language arts—read-
ing, writing, speaking, and listening.

• Links language arts learning to the real world and allows stu-
dents to explore ideas that help them make sense of human
experience.

• Uses assessments both to inform classroom instruction and to
evaluate student achievement.

• Provides scoring guides to students that make clear what they
need to know and be able to do. 

In addition, because young adolescents are “in the middle”—
ready to be challenged intellectually, but still developing the
knowledge and skills necessary for more complex work—a coher-
ent middle-grades curriculum must do one more thing.  It must
build on what students have learned in the elementary grades
and set the stage for learning language arts in the high school
grades.  

There are wide variations in the ways that teachers, schools, and
districts interpret these aspects of coherence for curriculum
development.  The two vignettes that follow illustrate different
ways to address the challenge of creating a coherent, standards-
based curriculum.  One approach involves developing an entirely
new curriculum, while the other approach uses language arts
standards to guide the modification of an existing curriculum.
What both approaches have in common is their focus on
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important ideas or themes as conceptual organizers for the cur-
riculum.  Both approaches also carefully integrate reading, writ-
ing, and oral language, and balance attention to concepts, process-
es, and skills.  Both carefully develop students’ knowledge and
understanding over time.  Both also use assessments of student
performance to guide teachers in choosing instructional
strategies. 

Integrating language arts processes and skills around
an interdisciplinary theme
Jerry Miller teaches seventh and eighth graders at the Thorndike
School, a public charter school in the Northeast.  Jerry describes
the communities from which students are drawn as “suburban to
rural.”  Thorndike is structured around the principles of the
Coalition of Essential Schools, a school reform organization based
on the philosophy of educator Theodore Sizer.  Jerry explains that
“basically, the vision our school has is of the student as worker, the
teacher as coach, and a lot of hands-on, inquiry-based learning.
The various subject areas are organized by domain.  Language arts
is part of the domain of Arts and Humanities.  In this domain, the
kids need to demonstrate mastery of six skill areas at the end of
eighth grade in order to move on to high school level courses.  So
our standards are based on what we expect an eighth grader to
master.  The six skills in our domain are reading, writing, oral
presentation, artistic expression, listening, and research.”

The faculty at Thorndike meet to plan the next year’s curriculum
in July, when students are on vacation.  The curriculum is
designed to be academically rigorous and challenging, and to
bring students up to, and even beyond, the state standards.  Jerry
explains the curriculum planning process:  “Each year our entire
curriculum is framed by a central question which is used across all
disciplines, so it’s a question for the whole school.  Then different
domains or disciplines approach the question from different
angles.  We go into our summer planning with only an essential
question, and it’s the faculty’s time to create curriculum.  The first
week and a half we are usually in brainstorming mode.  For exam-
ple, we are a fairly new school, so the first year the essential ques-
tion was, ‘What is community?’  In the second year the question
was, ‘What is change?’” 

Jerry describes how teachers at Thorndike create curriculum
around their essential question.  “During the first year of the
school, we chose an essential question about community because



we wanted to establish a sense of community from the get-go.  In
the spring of that year, we developed a unit that explored how
communities respond to differences among the people within
them.  Our focus, as a school, was the Civil Rights Movement.  We
read To Kill A Mockingbird, while at the same time we were looking
at the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments, along
with the history of the Civil Rights Movement in this country.  In
visual arts, we studied a series of paintings by Jacob Lawrence
called the Migration series to learn about the movement of African
Americans from the South into urban centers in the North.  All of
these strands of curriculum were happening simultaneously, so
the history was in the service of the language arts, which was also
in the service of the visual arts.

“From there, the kids then chose a community that they felt had
to face challenges to its unity at some point in the history of this
country.  Then they chose literature and primary sources that
were relevant to their topic.  The culminating activity required
that students create their own series of paintings that captured
the story of their community’s response to the challenge.  That’s
an example of how we try to make connections.”  

Jerry continues, “We also have to weave in various skills and
processes that students need in order to communicate.  Writing is
the one that gets the most emphasis.  We incorporate expository,
persuasive, and analytic writing.  For example, the students read
the play Fences by August Wilson.  Then they had to choose a par-
ticular piece of dialogue or a particular interaction between two
characters that they found to be insightful or provocative.  The
corresponding writing assignment was an analytic piece on the
significance of that passage.  There’s also a lot of informal writing,
which we do in the form of reader response journals.  Students
write how they feel and think about what they’re reading in these
journals.  In the earlier grades we give them prompts to respond
to on a nightly basis.  Then, as they get older, we give them more
autonomy with how they use their journals.”

Jerry also describes how oral language is woven into the curricu-
lum.  “Oral presentation is a very big part of our curriculum.
That first year, when we were looking at Martin Luther King as a
leader in the Civil Rights Movement, students closely analyzed the
‘I Have a Dream’ speech.  We looked at that speech and identi-
fied what aspects of it made an effective piece of oral presentation.

Critical Questions in Curriculum Decision Making/Chapter 1
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Then students took those qualities and tried to apply them to
writing and presenting their own ‘Dream’ speeches.”  

All the arts and humanities teachers at Thorndike use rubrics
(scoring guides) based on criteria for excellence for each of the
six skill areas.  Jerry says, “From day one that the students are in
the school they become familiar with these criteria for all of the
skill areas.  We assess on a continuum from ‘just beginning,’ to
‘approaches the standards,’ to ‘meets or exceeds the standards.’
Every time a student does a piece of work he or she is assessed on
that continuum for the skill, based on the criteria for excellence.”

Jerry notes that the first group of eighth graders in his school did
well on the statewide language arts test.  But he and the other
teachers keep monitoring their curriculum to ensure that it has
the appropriate balance of intellectual content and development
of language arts processes and skills so that students will continue
to achieve high standards.

Moving toward a coherent curriculum that is guided
by standards
Susan Barron teaches language arts to 175 eighth graders in an
urban middle school in California.  While the majority of Susan’s
students speak English, they represent diverse ethnic groups and
home cultures.  Teachers at Susan’s school are committed to
preparing all the students in the school for college or university.
Susan notes, “We expect that all students are going to be success-
ful.  So our push in middle school is to get them prepared for
high school so that all students will go to college.”

Susan, who has been teaching eighth grade for 14 years, describes
how her curriculum has evolved as she has worked to “keep up”
with important trends in the field.  A number of years ago she
read an article about thematic teaching by middle-grades educa-
tor James Beane. “I was intrigued with Beane’s ideas about build-
ing a curriculum around a central theme.  As I began to think
about my curriculum, I chose an overall theme for the year—
tolerance. Then I picked critical issues about tolerance for my
students to investigate.  I wanted them to think about tolerance as
it relates to culture, language, and gender.  I wanted them to
think about tolerance and issues of physical appearance.  That’s
important for middle-grades students—they’re so concerned with
how they look and how other kids look.  We thought a lot about
tolerance throughout the year.  I chose novels and short stories,
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planned reading and writing workshops, projects, and field
trips—all kinds of opportunities for my students to examine toler-
ance.  The theme was like the glue that joined everything togeth-
er and made each of the parts of the curriculum make sense.” 

Susan talks about how the standards recently adopted by her
school district have influenced her to further rethink her curricu-
lum.  “Before the big push on standards in our district, I had to
make all the decisions about what I was going to teach.  Now I
have to make certain that I teach everything in the district’s cur-
riculum guide.  I also have to be certain that what I am doing fits
with the standards.  It’s comforting to know exactly what my stu-
dents should know and be able to do by the end of the year—the
kinds of writing and speaking, the skills, the strategies they have
to learn, even though this means that I’ve had to make some
changes in my curriculum.  At first, it really bothered me.  But
I’m learning how to make all the pieces fit together without los-
ing the big ideas that I want kids to study.  In fact, I think my cur-
riculum is stronger that it was before.”

For example, Susan says, “I’ve always done a unit on the
Holocaust as part of my tolerance theme. We read The Diary of
Anne Frank and the kids did oral presentations about the charac-
ters, theme, and plot.  That was fine, but now, because of the
standards, we do more.  When we study the Holocaust, we still
read Anne Frank, but we also read Night by Elie Wiesel and nonfic-
tion selections about the Holocaust.  We learn literary elements
and strategies for reading fiction and nonfiction.  We study differ-
ent text structures—compare and contrast, cause and effect.
Then we learn how to write essays that use those structures. 

“I’ve also added a research paper.  It’s required by the standards.
Students pick a topic of their choice related in some way to the
theme of tolerance or intolerance.  They can study whatever sub-
ject they choose.  Some of them have done research on the
Armenian genocide or the effects of westward expansion on
Native Americans.  Others have studied the causes and effects of
teenage gangs.  It depends on their interests.  They learn the
entire research process.  I teach it step by step.  Right at the
beginning, I give them a rubric [scoring guide] that spells out
exactly how their work will be evaluated.  I keep going back to the
rubric, checking their work against the rubric.  What have they
learned to do?  Which steps of the research process are problematic?
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Doing a research paper is challenging and it fits well with the con-
tent standards.  They’ve done some really creative work for their
presentations, but the content is firmly based in their research.
Also, I’m more explicit than I used to be about teaching oral pre-
senting skills.  I guess you might say that I teach smarter.  I inte-
grate the pieces and they fit together well.”

Language arts standards at the national, state, and local levels
vary widely in terms of their level of detail and degree of prescrip-
tiveness.  Some standards describe precisely what students should
know and be able to do, and include samples of the kinds of work
they might do to demonstrate their learning.  Some standards
identify the genres of literature students should read, and the his-
torical eras and cultures that literature selections should repre-
sent.  Some even specify the works of literature that should be
read at each grade level.  Some standards identify specific literary
features and devices students should understand, and the particu-
lar grammar, spelling, and other language skills that students
should master.  Other standards simply lay out broad goals for stu-
dent learning, such as reading a range of genres and being able
to write for different audiences and purposes.  For standards to
be effective, they have to be specific enough to provide focus and
guidance.

Well-conceived standards address, with some specificity: 

• Reading to comprehend meaning and interpret text. 

• Writing to communicate effectively for different purposes,
audiences, and contexts. 

• Speaking and listening to gather and share information, per-
suade others, understand and express ideas, and analyze messages.

• Mastering the skills necessary for effective reading, writing,
and oral communication.

• Reading, analyzing, interpreting, and evaluating different
kinds of literature, representing a variety of genres, historical
periods, and cultures.

Because of the variability in the standards, the specific demands
on teachers for interpreting and meeting standards differ depend-
ing on what has been adopted by their states and districts.
However, in any case, focusing on standards will yield benefits as
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well as challenges.  The benefits of well-conceived and implement-
ed standards include:

• Clearly articulating what all students should learn.

• Setting out challenging norms and high expectations for all stu-
dents.

• Drawing attention and additional resources to schools with
unacceptably low outcomes on standards-based assessments.

• Making school systems and administrators, as well as teachers,
accountable for student performance.

The challenges of teaching to standards are closely related to the
potential benefits.  When the primary focus is on what students
must learn instead of on what they should be taught, teachers
must organize curricula and instruction around their understand-
ing of students’ academic needs.  If all students are held to the
same high expectations, then those at risk for falling behind need
more, and more varied, support.  

The two vignettes that follow illustrate how teachers are reexamin-
ing their curricula to respond to both the benefits and the chal-
lenges of the standards.  One vignette, offering the perspective of
a literacy consultant, focuses on how teachers can make sense of
the standards themselves and use that understanding to reshape
their curricula and their teaching.  The second vignette focuses
on the way that thoughtful curriculum planning can help to
ensure that students will be well prepared to meet standards.

Standards trouble our practice
Linda Eldridge, a literacy consultant to middle-grades language
arts teachers in a midwestern state, observes that teachers can
benefit most from standards when they use them to “trouble their
practice.”  Linda explains, “Teachers examine the standards care-
fully.  They say, ‘If I’m going to have a wonderful language arts
program, it will have to have in it all the elements that the standards
call for.’  Teachers evaluate their own curricula and say, ‘I’m really
good at addressing this standard, but I don’t even know what this
other standard means.’” 

Linda describes one teacher who determined that she was meet-
ing her state’s standard requiring “ideas in action” by involving
her students in cross-age projects in the community which con-
nected her students’ home and school experiences.  “This teacher
observed, ‘My kids are going out into the community and doing
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service.  But I’m not teaching the craft of writing as well as I
should be.  My students’ writing is not as good as I want it to be.’
So she has started to engage students in a sequence of writing
assignments that document their community service efforts.  The
assignments begin with personal narratives.  Students write about
their experiences in the community.  Then, they move to descrip-
tive, compare/contrast, and cause and effect essays.  All of these
are required by our state standards.  In the essays, her students
make the connection between their experiences and significant
issues that affect the community.  For example, a student who
works in a food pantry might write a cause and effect essay that
talks about increasing rents and the effect that has on single-
income families’ abilities to feed and clothe their children.”  

Linda recalls another teacher who observed, “‘It really bothers me
that oral language skills are missing from my curriculum.  I’ve got
to do some work on that because if I don’t, my students won’t
meet that standard.’  Having realized that, this teacher began
integrating oral language skills into classroom activities.  So I
would say that what I see happening is that the standards trouble
these teachers’ practice.”

Linda also describes the tensions created by the simultaneous
focus on standards and assessment.  “I think the standards call for
us to be thoughtful and improve our teaching over a lifetime.  But
I think the assessments also sometimes leave us running around
like chickens with our heads cut off.  How do you get teachers to
focus on their own learning so that the kids can benefit, when
they’re so worried about a test?  They start to think it’s the test
that they need to focus on, and that’s not entirely the case.”

Linda continues, “For example, take learning how to teach the
kinds of writing required by the standards.  Until a teacher really
engages in writing herself, reflects on her own writing, and tries
to figure out the implications for kids, whatever she teaches will
be fairly superficial.  She can use rubrics [scoring guides] to beat
the band and it’s not going to actually help kids understand the
skills and concepts called for in the standards unless she thinks
about them, really understands them herself, and determines how
to apply what she’s learned to her teaching.  So there is a tremen-
dous tension, I think, between what the standards are really call-
ing for and the short-term demands of the tests.  Right now, I am
working on standards-based teaching and learning with a lot of

“[A teacher] can use
rubrics [scoring guides]
to beat the band and
it’s not going to
actually help kids
understand the skills
and concepts called for
in the standards unless
she thinks about them,
really understands
them herself, and
determines how to
apply what she’s learned
to her teaching.” 
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teachers, and one of the things that I’ve started to say to them
right up front is, ‘Hey, this is overwhelming at first!  Whether
you’re an experienced or a new teacher, this is overwhelming.’”

Nevertheless, Linda concludes that teachers who use the standards
to identify the gaps in their curriculum and their students’ learn-
ing, and then thoughtfully reexamine their curriculum and work
to fill those gaps, are improving their teaching.  Sometimes this is
a matter of making adjustments in an already robust curriculum;
often, it involves teachers’ questioning and reformulating aspects
of their fundamental approach to teaching and learning.

Curriculum planning guided by standards
It takes careful planning for teachers to construct a curriculum
that systematically addresses the standards.  Larry Carson, an
eighth-grade teacher in a suburban district in California, describes
the role that standards play in his language arts curriculum plan-
ning.  “I use a process called ‘curriculum mapping.’  I sit down in
the summer and I look at my district curriculum guide for lan-
guage arts.  I look at the state benchmarks for my grade level,
which tell me what the students need to be able to do.  I look at
the standards.  Then I think about the things that I want to
accomplish.  I ask myself, ‘How do they fit in with the standards?’    

“I take a big piece of chart paper, and I draw ten boxes.  Each box
is a month.  In each box, I put the theme that I want to explore
with students.  At the same time, I choose the literature we’ll read
to accompany the theme or question.  For example, I might want
students to explore the theme, ‘The Characteristics of an Ideal
Society.’  So I’ll choose The Giver by Lois Lowry.  Our discussions
and writing about this novel will center around the ‘ideal society’
theme.  Then I write my specific objectives—all the things I want
students to know and be able to do.  

“I think about the literature I’ve chosen and decide which literary
elements to teach.  I ask myself, ‘Will The Giver lend itself best to
the study of figurative language, theme, mood, or character devel-
opment?’  Then I identify the reading skills and strategies I want
students to learn.  For example, ‘Reciprocal Teaching’ is a
method that research has shown to be effective in promoting con-
scious use of reading strategies for improving comprehension.
With reciprocal teaching, students learn how to predict, ask ques-
tions, clarify, and summarize as they read.  Another example is the
‘Question-Answer-Response.’  With this strategy, kids learn to
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answer literal and inferential questions.  They learn that the
answers to some questions are right in the text.  Answering other
questions requires that they combine information in the text with
what they already know.  Answering others depends entirely on
knowledge they already have.  

“Then, depending on the novel, I put in the kind of writing we’ll
focus on, like narrative or persuasive essays, along with the writing
skills and grammar we’ll study.  For example, I know I’m going to
work with my students on how to organize their ideas in their writ-
ing, using graphic organizers or semantic maps to help them visu-
ally lay out the ideas in the novel and draw the connections
between them.  In narrative, we might focus on vivid descriptions
and voice.  I might plan mini-lessons on punctuation or dialogue,
or have students work on combining sentences.  The specifics may
change, of course, as I see what kinds of problems actually come
up in students’ writing.  But as I map out the curriculum this way,
I keep checking the standards and benchmarks to make sure that
I’ve addressed the ones that I’m responsible for.”  

Once he has mapped out the themes and learning objectives,
Larry moves on to defining what students will actually do in the
classroom.  He says, “Then I list the kinds of activities I’ll use, like
literature circles, large group instruction, or individualized
instruction.  The activity I use depends on my objectives.  For
example, if I want all the kids to learn about character or plot, I
teach a lesson to the whole class.  If a few of them need to work
on punctuation, I work with them separately.  I often use literature
circles, because they provide a format for discussing literature that
includes assigned roles for each student so that everyone is expected
to get in on discussion of the book.  For example, one student
might be in charge of vocabulary.  Another might direct the dis-
cussion, or be the illustrator.  There is lots of structure in litera-
ture circles.  You don’t just send students off to discuss the book.
They have specific things to accomplish. 

“I also have to think about how I will address the range of students
I teach.  How will I challenge all my students?  How will I deal
with the individual needs of struggling students?  What literature
is available for outside reading?  Of course, once I’ve met students
and identified their strengths and weaknesses, I’ll know better, but
I want to start planning it all out early.”  

“As I map out the
curriculum this way, I
keep checking the
standards and
benchmarks to make
sure that I’ve
addressed the ones
that I’m responsible for.”
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A final component of Larry’s planning is consideration of how he
will assess students’ work.  He says, “Once I have the plan mapped
out, I begin to make up rubrics to match my objectives and the
standards.  I always tell my students in advance exactly what I want
them to know and be able to do, and how I will assess their work.   

“So I fill in the boxes in my curriculum map all the way up to
June.  It’s a process that’s ongoing.  I know that I have goals and I
don’t always achieve them, and sometimes I get sidetracked.  But
the map is a very valuable tool.  And the standards guide my
creation of the map.”

A rigorous middle-grades language arts curriculum encourages
students to explore novels, poetry, short stories, essays, biogra-
phies, and autobiographies.  It helps students learn strategies for
comprehending and analyzing texts, and gain an understanding
that literature can be a vehicle for making sense of human
experiences. 

What literature should be included in the curriculum?  The
Standards for the English Language Arts recommend that students
read contemporary and historical literature that is relevant to
their lives.  Contemporary selections should reflect the diversity of
our society, accurately represent women and minorities, and intro-
duce students to other societies and cultures. The works of artists
from past times and cultures should provide students with oppor-
tunities to extend their understandings of literary language and
devices, and explore the timeless qualities of the human condition.

Experts in developing language arts curriculum suggest that
teachers select and organize their literature around important
themes—questions and ideas that promote thinking.  With regard
to the breadth of materials, the quantity should be sufficient to
support complex writing and discussion.  Too many selections will
result in superficial treatment; too few will limit students’
experience of genre, style, and substance. 

Some of the challenges teachers encounter in making literature
selections that balance depth and breadth include: 

• Giving struggling readers access to literature that is age-
appropriate but may be too difficult for them to read
independently. 

31Critical Questions in Curriculum Decision Making/Chapter 1
©2000 Education Development Center, Inc.

ACADEMIC RIGOR

What literature will
students read, and
how will these
literature choices
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exploration with
breadth of literary
experiences? 



• Providing all students with opportunities to choose and read
texts at their independent and instructional reading levels,
both for pleasure and to further their reading development,
when reading levels of the students in a class may vary widely.

• Integrating literature study with learning of language arts
skills and processes. 

• Accommodating required texts.

• Coordinating with the content focus of other disciplines (most
often social studies).

The following vignette illustrates how one teacher uses a theme to
guide literature selections that allow her to integrate exploration
of important human issues, independent reading and student
choice, study of the structure and language of literature, building
of vocabulary and other skills, and preparation for standards-
based assessment.

Selecting and organizing literature around themes 
Joanne Long has been teaching language arts for 31 years in an
urban district in the Northeast.  She has learned that taking a the-
matic approach helps her organize a standards-driven curriculum
using appropriate literature selections for students who come into
her classroom reading at a range of different levels.  Using this
approach, she is able to integrate district-required books into her
curriculum without leaving some students behind or holding oth-
ers back.  Joanne observes,  “I have 129 seventh graders.  All of
them take the state test in the spring.  We have heterogeneous
grouping in our classes, and the kids’ reading levels are all over
the place.  The district gives us a list of required novels.  For
example, all the seventh graders are required to read Mildred
Taylor’s Let the Circle Be Unbroken. That’s a wonderful book, but
not all my students can just pick it up and read it.  So I have to
deal with that.  I used to just read Circle aloud in class, chapter by
chapter.  I think we spent three months on that novel.  The kids
lost interest in it long before we were finished.” 

Influenced by a professional development experience, Joanne has
changed how she deals with the wide range of reading levels in
her diverse classroom.  As she describes it, “A couple of years ago,
we had a literacy consultant who came to our school once a week
and ran workshops for the whole faculty on strategies for meeting
the different needs of students in heterogeneous classrooms.  She
coached us in our classrooms and encouraged us to try new
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approaches that would make the ideas in the literature we teach
accessible to all the kids, yet also focus on building their language
skills.  

“One of the approaches the consultant encouraged us to try is
theme-based instruction.  I selected themes that I thought were
important and that also would accommodate the novels my dis-
trict requires for seventh grade.  One of the themes I chose was
‘connections.’  What is it that connects people and families?  Why
do they stay connected?  Why are connections between people
important?  Let the Circle Be Unbroken fits with that theme.  I also
chose short stories, plays, poems, and nonfiction selections to go
with that theme.  Our district has a new literature anthology,
which has a lot of good selections.  I chose ‘A Crush’ by Cynthia
Rylant, the story of a developmentally delayed man who has a
crush on a tattooed woman who works in a hardware store.  I also
chose O. Henry’s story ‘A Retrieved Reformation,’ along with a
selection from The Autobiography of Malcolm X. I know that some
teachers don’t like reading excerpts from complete works, but I
don’t have the time to read the whole book with my kids, so at
least they’re having an experience with this writing.

“In addition to exploring the theme, I also teach plot, character,
setting, and figurative language.  We study these in the context of
the required reading.  First we read the short selections.  Then we
read Circle. That’s a pretty difficult novel and not everyone can
read it independently.  In the past, my objective was just to get
them through the novel.  Now I really want them to know how to
read and analyze literature.  So I do a lot of prereading activities
to build vocabulary and background knowledge, and connect with
what kids already know.  Then I begin to read the story to them
so I can explain the historical background and get them interest-
ed.  I let them read in class so I can identify the kids who are hav-
ing a hard time with the book.  I use books on tape, buddy read-
ing (where kids read to each other), and summaries of some of
the chapters.  I make individual decisions about what sections of
the book students are responsible for.  We do a lot of discussion
and writing about the theme.  We look at how it unfolds in Circle.
The kids compare and contrast relationships and characters in
their writing.  They work on open-ended responses, like the ones
on the state test.”

“In the past, my
objective was just to get
them through the
novel.  Now I really
want them to know
how to read and
analyze literature.”
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EQUITY

How will the
curriculum both
challenge and
support students
with diverse social
and academic
experiences to
become skilled,
thoughtful
readers and
communicators?

Joanne has also devised an outside reading program that supports
and extends classroom instruction.  “It’s really critical for my stu-
dents to do outside reading, but I don’t want them to read just
anything.  I want them to read for pleasure, but at the same time,
there’s so much for them to learn.  I have to make the most of
every assignment.  So they read novels outside of class, but we use
them in class to study theme and literary devices, and as the basis
for writing and literature discussions, along with the required
reading.”  To guide students’ independent reading, Joanne uses a
resource guide that classifies book titles by theme and reading
level.  She notes that this enables her to  “suggest novels to stu-
dents that are at a comfortable reading level and are related to
the class theme.  I give students choices.  Some students choose
the same novels and work in groups.  Others work alone.  All of
them can read and analyze literature, and discuss and write about
the theme. 

“When my students took the state test last year, they told me that
they were happy when they saw a question about themes.  They
felt prepared and they did much better on these open-ended
questions than students in other years had.  They also improved
as readers, writers, and thinkers.  They may not all be at grade
level yet, but they’re getting there.  I know from the standardized
test results that they’ve made progress.  Next year’s teachers will
have to build on that.  Without the common theme, and the read-
ing, writing, and discussions built around it, I couldn’t make it
work.”

The current education reform movement seeks to hold all stu-
dents to high standards of knowledge and performance, and to
hold districts, schools, administrators, and teachers accountable
for student success.  Achieving high standards for all students in
our diverse classrooms requires that schools provide students who
are vulnerable to falling behind with the kinds of intellectually
challenging instruction and learning experiences that are often
reserved for the most academically proficient students.  In lan-
guage arts, this means ensuring that all students have access to
the intellectual content of contemporary and historical literature
of different genres and from different cultures; understand liter-
ary language and structures; and develop their skills in reading,
writing, and oral language.
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Achieving these goals requires that schools transform themselves
into cultures in which high expectations for all students are the
norm.  It also requires that teachers carefully assess student work
as they make decisions about learning experiences that will move
their students toward fulfilling these expectations.  Within this
context, language arts curriculum development should begin with
standards and assessment, focus on developing students’ under-
standing, and ensure that students are supported by excellent
teaching.  Teaching should be guided by careful assessment
rather than habit or ideology.  Teachers should ask:  What evi-
dence do we have that students are acquiring critical language
arts knowledge and processes? What instructional strategies are
available to support individual students who are not progressing
toward the standards?

The two vignettes that follow illustrate how two teachers and their
school districts combine a challenging curriculum with the kind
of ongoing assessment, flexibility in instruction, devotion of extra
time and resources, and willingness to be accountable that are
required to address the difficult challenge of achieving high
standards for all their students. 

Those who need more time and resources to meet
high standards have them
Joyce Soto teaches English and social studies to a very diverse
group of seventh and eighth graders in a large urban district in the
Northeast.  Her school was created by dividing a large middle
school into three smaller schools.  Although the three schools
are housed in the same large building, each one functions
independently. 

In Joyce’s school, all students are expected to meet the standards
for their city, New StandardsTM Student Performance Standards.1

According to Joyce, among these standards is the requirement
that all students read 25 books each year.  By the end of eighth
grade, students are also required to create portfolios that provide
evidence they can compose a persuasive essay and other essays
that demonstrate their ability to interpret, analyze, and evaluate
literature.  Joyce describes these portfolios as “quite rigorous and
kind of daunting.  In the sixth and seventh grades we really practice

35Critical Questions in Curriculum Decision Making/Chapter 1
©2000 Education Development Center, Inc.

Language arts
curriculum
development should
begin with standards
and assessment, focus
on developing
students’
understanding, and
ensure that students
are supported by
excellent teaching.
Teaching should be
guided by careful
assessment rather than
habit or ideology.

1 Washington, DC: National Center on Education and the Economy and the
University of Pittsburgh, 1997.  (See Chapter 4 for a brief description of these
standards.)



doing the portfolio, so that by eighth grade they will all be able to
put it together.”

Joyce sees that her challenge is to get all students to meet the
standards by the end of eighth grade.  She uses a scoring system
for student work that is tied to the standards and that helps her to
focus her teaching.  She explains, “A score of one is exceeding
the standard, a two is passing, a three is approaching the standard,
and a four is falling below the standard.  I expect every student to
get at least a two.  We always have the standards in front of kids so
that they know what they have to do to meet them.  Then, if they
fall below or are approaching a particular standard, we give them
specific instruction and work with them so they can meet that
standard, but a two, that’s the end and everyone has to get there.”

Getting all students “there” requires careful planning and hard
work.  Joyce says, “First of all, I look at what the kids need to
know.  I look at the standards and say, ‘They need to have these
five things.  And when do we want to do this?’  So I map out the
whole year by the month.  For example, I know that in May we’re
going to do an ‘I-search’ [a research process that details the stu-
dent’s search for information, along with the specific information
gathered].  I know that we’re going to do poetry and really focus
on writing our own poetry anthologies in March.  I know that
we’re going to read Mildred Taylor’s Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry
and Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street. It’s important
for the kids to read well-written literature by authors like these
who are ‘insiders’—who really know and can write about their cul-
tures.  So, I have an idea of where the year is going to go.  Then I
look at what I want to teach the kids and what they already know.
Knowing my kids and what they bring to the classroom really
determines what I’m going to teach them.  What do they need to
know?  How can I get them to that point?”  

Joyce assesses students’ progress toward the standards through
ongoing classroom activities including journals, written and oral
responses to literature, and “literary letters” in which students
write to each other about their reading.  She notes that the writ-
ten responses are “a way that we really assess comprehension.  If
students write,  ‘I’m reading this book.  It’s really good. What are
you reading?’ I have a pretty good idea that they really don’t
know what they’re reading.  I want them to be getting into some
deeper issues, looking at characters, plot, and author’s craft.

“We always have the
standards in front of
kids so that they know
what they have to do
to meet them.  Then, if
they fall below or are
approaching a
particular standard, we
give them specific
instruction and work
with them so they can
meet that standard.”
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With responses to literature, as you’re assessing their reading
you’re also assessing their writing.”

Joyce describes her students as “mostly struggling with their read-
ing, kids who are really in need of specific skills and strategies in
order to become better readers and meet the standards.  Students
who have fallen below the 50th percentile in reading scores are
enrolled in an after-school, extended-day literacy program, which
is six extra hours of reading a week for kids.”  

In this after-school program, Joyce explains, “I basically do a read-
ing workshop.  I do a lot of conferring with individual kids.  I have
about eleven kids in the class; usually about eight show up.  They
come for an hour before school and two hours after school, two
days a week.  I give them one-on-one instruction and one-on-one
attention and more time to process, more time to read.  We do
responses.  Kids read and write or discuss the ideas and emotions
the literature evokes for them.  We do a lot of shared reading.  I
read to the kids while they follow along.  I model reading strate-
gies as I read.  Kids also read independently at least a half-hour
each day.  I have sets of books at their reading levels—books that
are interesting but that they can manage on their own.  I try to
reinforce what we do in the classroom with the rest of the kids.
But I also give them a chance to read to me one on one and work
individually on the decoding and comprehension strategies that
they need.” 

When asked about the impact of standards on her diverse student
population, Joyce responded, “One of the nice things about
standards and one of the not-so-nice things is that there is a
standard. We can’t say, ‘This is really good work for John because
he’s never in school.  And you know, golly, he’s really trying.’
Either he meets the standard or he doesn’t meet the standard.
And so, in a way, our hands are tied.  He’s so far below.  But then
we know what work we have to do to try to catch him up.  So I
think the ways that we assess the kids have to be the same according
to New Standards.”  

Joyce designs her curriculum around New Standards and works
hard to assure that all her students meet them.  She is supported
by a school culture that holds high expectations for all.  Within
this context, student work and assessment are at the center of
teaching and learning.  For Joyce, equity does not mean that all
students are treated in the same way.  Instruction and resources

“Students who have
fallen below the 50th
percentile in reading
scores are enrolled in
an after-school,
extended-day literacy
program, which is six
extra hours of reading
a week for kids.”  
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differ; pacing varies as well.  Joyce’s description of the after-school
workshop for struggling readers suggests the kinds of demands
on teachers’ time and school resources that such a commitment
to equity can entail.  However, since the goals are the same for all
students, those who need more time and resources to meet high
standards have them. 

All kids can learn, but on different days at different
rates
Abby Stevens is a seventh-grade teacher at Diego Rivera Middle
School, which is located in a medium-sized, southwestern city.
The majority of her students are Latino/a or African American,
and most qualify for free or reduced-price lunch.  As in many
other communities, Abby’s district has placed a high priority on
students’ meeting academic standards.  Student progress is meas-
ured each year with the state test which, Abby says, “addresses all
of the skills that students must have to pass a particular grade
level.  If they don’t pass the test on those skills, they are not
allowed to pass that grade level.  There is no such thing as social
promotion.”  Teachers in this middle school feel accountable for
student learning.  Abby notes that “the motto of our school is ‘All
kids can learn, but on different days at different rates.’  We don’t
believe that if we give a quiz today everybody has to make 100 on
it and then we just move onto the next one, and okay, that’s fin-
ished.  And if you made a 50 percent, too bad, you just didn’t lis-
ten!  That ‘only one chance’ approach is totally against what we
believe.”

Abby explains that her students have multiple opportunities to
demonstrate that they have met a particular standard.  “If for
some reason a student doesn’t work well within the classroom set-
ting, then we have a ‘Standards Lab.’  Students are allowed to go
to the lab after school and try to complete that standard with a
different teacher.  Perhaps the student is just not on the same
wavelength as the classroom teacher.  So now she or he gets to
work with a different teacher, and still try to accomplish that
standard before the school year is over.  Our job is to teach students
whatever they need to meet the standards.”

In 1995, Abby reports, the district was ready to “shut the school
down for failing test scores.  Students at Rivera had failed state
tests for three years in a row in all subjects.”  Since that time, a
number of changes have taken place and, according to Abby,

“The motto of our
school is ‘All kids can
learn, but on different
days at different rates.’” 
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Rivera “is now a recognized school, which means that 70 percent
of all the students are scoring at least 80 percent on the assess-
ments.”  These changes include block scheduling—which gives
teachers longer class periods with students—and the “creation of
‘houses’ in which students have one teacher for language arts and
social studies, and one teacher for math and science.”  Abby
believes that the block scheduling and house system enable teach-
ers to get to know students better.  “In this environment,” she
says, “it’s easier to provide ongoing assessment of student
progress.”  

In her classroom, Abby focuses on bringing all students to high
standards, regardless of their previous levels of achievement or
cultural and linguistic backgrounds.  The learning objectives and
expectations for students are clear, Abby reports.  “We have a
learning map in the classroom, which is a road map of where we
are going, what we will learn.  This map tells the students exactly
what we expect to accomplish.  Every week, we review this map to
be sure that students know where we are headed.”  To make the
expectations even more explicit, Abby gives students rubrics—
scoring guides that articulate the components of successful per-
formance on particular tasks.

If an individual student doesn’t meet these expectations, Abby
believes that it is her responsibility “to reassess a student’s needs,
and try to address those needs better, because whatever we did
just didn’t work the first time.  If we taught something orally and
a student doesn’t pass, we’ll teach it a different way.  Then we’ll
reassess.”

Because students must demonstrate their knowledge on the state
test through reading and writing tasks, Abby provides numerous
opportunities for students to practice test-taking skills.  She says,
“This allows them to really demonstrate what they have learned in
language arts.  I give written tests that consist of several different
formats, like multiple choice, short essay, fill in the blanks, or true
and false.  It could be any of those things, but it’s always at least
three different formats within one test.” 

While she knows that raising student achievement on the state test
is critical, Abby worries that the emphasis on assessment in the
district may limit her curriculum.  “We spend so much time get-
ting the kids ready for the state test.  That’s important, but we
don’t seem to have enough time for other important things like

If an individual student
doesn’t meet these
expectations, Abby
believes that it is her
responsibility “to
reassess a student’s
needs, and try to
address those needs
better, because
whatever we did just
didn’t work the first
time.”
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DEVELOPMENTAL
APPROPRIATENESS

How will the
curriculum ensure
that the study of
language arts is
engaging,
motivating, and
suitably challenging
for middle-grades
students?

reading novels and plays and poetry.  I want my students to love
literature.  I want them to be able to put their ideas and feelings
down on paper.  I want them to use reading and writing to help
them understand themselves.  But I always have to be thinking
about the test.  When I go to meetings with other language arts
teachers in my district, we talk about this a lot.  It’s a real dilemma.”

Within the constraints of the state test, Abby does find some room
to focus on other aspects of learning that she believes are impor-
tant.  For example, in addition to ongoing assessment of students’
reading and writing, Abby also builds in opportunities for stu-
dents to demonstrate their learning with hands-on activities.  “I
think that it’s the best of both worlds, because in the written test,
I am testing the knowledge that I said you had to have.  The
hands-on activity allows students the opportunity to show me what
they learned that they found interesting, in addition to what I
required from them.  So, if you are that wonderful artist, or if you
are that wonderful musician, or if you are that wonderful actor,
then you get to perform in your strength.  I think everybody
becomes a winner in that situation.”

Making the language arts curriculum developmentally appropri-
ate for middle-grades students requires a general understanding
of ways to engage learners and knowledge of the particular devel-
opmental characteristics of young adolescents.  A developmentally
appropriate curriculum: 

• Builds on students’ existing knowledge and current levels of
understanding. 

• Connects with everyday issues of interest to middle-grades stu-
dents.

• Engages students in literacy activities that have a genuine
communicative purpose.

• Offers opportunities for peer discussion and collaboration
through activities that capitalize on the social nature of middle-
grades students. 

These aspects of the curriculum should combine to promote stu-
dents’ intellectual and skills development.  That is, it is not suffi-
cient for students to be engaged in personally meaningful activi-
ties; these activities need to be carefully designed to foster students’
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growth in the reading, writing, and oral language competencies as
laid out in the academic standards.  

The following two vignettes illustrate different approaches to mak-
ing the curriculum both rigorous and developmentally appropri-
ate.  In one approach, students participate in a series of experi-
ences that give them access to a historical text through reading,
writing, listening, research, drama, art, and oral presentations.  In
the other approach, students use material from their own lives as
the focus for an equally carefully organized set of literacy experi-
ences.  While these two approaches differ markedly in some
respects, both take advantage of students’ interests, experiences,
and growing cognitive and social capacities to engage them in
learning that challenges them intellectually and builds their skills.
Both use what teachers know about their students to carefully
structure the curriculum so that students develop the literacy
knowledge and skills required by the standards and engage in
increasingly sophisticated forms of reading, writing, and use of
oral language.  In fact, the two approaches are not mutually
exclusive; that is, a high-quality language arts curriculum might
combine elements of both.   

Using art and drama to open doors to the intellectual
content of the curriculum  
Susan Olsen and Barry Holman teach sixth-grade language arts in
a middle school in the Northeast.  The two work closely together
in planning and implementing the sixth-grade language arts cur-
riculum, with its combination of contemporary and historical lit-
erature.  Over the course of the school year, students study the
characters in the novels Call It Courage, Julie of the Wolves, and A
Christmas Carol to understand how individuals develop and change
over time as a result of their experiences. 

According to Susan and Barry, each year some of their students
have great difficulty reading Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol, a
book that is required reading for sixth grade in their district.
Susan reports, “In past years, it didn’t seem that all the kids were
getting it.  It was too difficult for them to read the original
Dickens version.  And it didn’t seem relevant to them at all.”  The
two teachers met with Martha Wright, a literacy consultant with
whom they had been working for several years.  Their goal was to
identify ways they could help these modern American students
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understand the Victorian language and setting of the novel and
connect with its characters, issues, and themes. 

Susan describes how she and Barry changed the study of A
Christmas Carol. “From our work with Martha, we knew that we
had to do a lot with building students’ background knowledge.
So we spent quite a bit of time talking about Dickens and what
life was like in Victorian England.  Then we got the kids involved
in a wonderful project.  Barry and I did this together, with all our
students.  We created a walking tour of Dickens’s London.  Sixth
graders love hands-on projects.  Several of the kids volunteered to
come after school for many, many hours, to construct a life-sized
set of Victorian London.  They painted what the streets of
London would have looked like—narrow, cobblestoned, dark,
cold, foggy—all of the terms Dickens used in the story.  We con-
sulted the book very carefully for that.  We also did some research
about Dickens, Victorian London, and how his books were social
commentaries.

“Once the set was built, we did the walking tour.  There were five
stops on the tour.  The volunteers who constructed the sets
became tour guides, and they dressed in costumes and acted as if
they were in that time period.  Each of them would lead a small
group of kids from one stop to the next.  At each of these stops
there were different activities going on.  At one stop, there was a
teacher dressed up as Charles Dickens.  He talked about his back-
ground, his family life, and working at the blacking factory as a
child.  The kids were able to ask him questions.  Then they would
move to another stop where a teacher, dressed in a period cos-
tume, acted the part of Mrs. Cratchett and explained some of the
traditions of a poor Victorian family.  She made a Christmas pud-
ding and the kids tasted it.  The kids loved that.   

“Three of the other stops were scenes from the novel that we
weren’t sure that the kids would completely understand.  So we
had teachers and seventh-grade volunteers help us by acting out
some of the major scenes from the novel.  Then each of the
actors explained, ‘This is who I was.  This is what Dickens was
trying to say through my character.’  And the kids could ask
questions of the actors.

“The logistics weren’t easy.  It was a very tricky schedule.  Half of
the group, about 100 kids, were going through the stations.  We
had the other 100 kids learning period dancing and acting out

“Three of the other
stops were scenes from
the novel that we
weren’t sure that the
kids would completely
understand.  So we had
teachers and seventh-
grade volunteers help
us by acting out some
of the major scenes
from the novel.”
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the Feziwig ballroom dancing scene in the gym.  With sixth
graders, it’s important to give them lots of opportunities to move
around. The dancing was a little silly, but they enjoyed it.”  Susan
acknowledges that planning and orchestrating the walking tour
was “a major effort,” but she believes “it was worthwhile to give
students access to the language, setting, and characters in the novel.”

With the tour as a jumping-off point, the teachers found ways to
immerse students in the language of the novel and take advantage
of their eagerness to dramatize the characters and events in order
to develop their understanding of character, narrative structure,
and theme.  As Susan explains, “One of the reasons we have to
read A Christmas Carol is so that kids can study language and see
how different the English language was in the Victorian period.
But you don’t have to read all of A Christmas Carol to do that.  We
showed the movie and did a plot chart, so that all students under-
stood the setting, rising action, falling action, and climax.  Our
theme for the year is ‘Journey of Change.’  Scrooge is a great
example of a character who makes that journey, so we placed a
particular emphasis on character development.  Whether the kids
were ready to read the book on their own or not, they all learned
the literary elements.

“We also had students doing work in groups.  We divided the
book into sections, and each group had to do a ‘scene study’ of
one of these sections.  They had to become the characters.  They
had to understand Dickens’s language well enough to turn the
prose into a script, and then they acted out their parts, calling on
their oral presentation skills.  We have been working hard to inte-
grate oral presentation into our curriculum, since it’s part of the
state standards.  We spent several classes discussing body lan-
guage, movement, voice, and projection.  Ultimately, each group
acted out their scene in front of both classes.

“Next, students wrote an analysis of their character and how that
character contributed to Scrooge’s journey of change.  So, again,
they were looking carefully at character development, not just of
the protagonist, but of all the characters who influenced Scrooge.”

Susan adds that she and Barry work hard to develop strategies
that will enable even students who struggle to read the novel to
participate fully in the study of the novel’s characters and theme.
But she stresses that they also continue to work with these stu-
dents to improve their reading skills.  At the same time, she and

“We divided the book
into sections, and each
group had to do a
‘scene study’ of one of
these sections.  They
had to become the
characters.  They had
to understand
Dickens’s language well
enough to turn the
prose into a script, and
then they acted out
their parts, calling on
their oral presentation
skills.”  
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Barry believe that efforts to help these students to read fluently at
grade level should not preclude opportunities for the students’
intellectual engagement and growth. 

Susan and Barry both conclude that the additional time and effort
they put into planning and implementing the study of A Christmas
Carol “was well worth it.”  Their concern about meeting the devel-
opmental needs of their sixth graders led to the creation of a unit
that integrated the language, performing, and visual arts, and gave
all of their students access to the intellectual content of the novel.
Through activities and explorations that intrigued and engaged
students as well as challenged them intellectually, the curriculum
unit developed students’ literacy skills, including analytic writing,
dramatic writing, and oral presentation.  The unit also built stu-
dents’ knowledge of literary concepts, including narrative struc-
ture, character development, and theme.

Making students’ lives the material for literacy learning
Therese Connor is a 26-year veteran teacher in an economically
depressed city in the Midwest.  She is an active member of the
National Council of Teachers of English, and has participated in
the National Writing Project for many years.  She has published
articles about language arts education, and has collaborated with
language arts educators at the national, state, and local levels. 

Therese believes strongly that middle-grades language arts instruc-
tion must be directly connected to the lives of her students, whose
out-of-school literacy experiences can vary greatly from those in
school.  She uses the skills, knowledge, and experiences that stu-
dents bring to the classroom as the starting points for teaching
and learning. 

Through her involvement with the National Writing Project and
experience working with several university researchers, Therese
participated in a grant-funded project that allowed her to make
her language arts curriculum more relevant and meaningful to
her middle-grades students.  Therese describes this collaborative
curriculum effort.  “The idea was to have kids use reading and
writing to make a positive difference in their community.  Kids
identify a health-related problem in their community or in their
lives, and then they use their reading and writing skills to change
that.  We had teachers in three different states working on this.  So
teachers had a network of other teachers interested in helping
kids to see the connection between their writing and their reading,

“The idea was to have
kids use reading and
writing to make a
positive difference in
their community.  Kids
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change that.”
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and to see themselves as important members of their communi-
ties.  What we realized early on was that just about everything is a
health issue.  If it isn’t a physical health issue, it’s an emotional
health issue.  That was something that was kind of a jolt to all of
us.  Everything emerged as a health issue for the urban students
we teach.”  

Therese describes how the focus on health-related community
concerns influenced her own curriculum.  “Each of the teachers
who’ve participated in this project has implemented the idea in
somewhat different ways.  With my seventh graders, I looked for
readings that focused on issues about growing up.  Some of the
books we’re reading are Dragon’s Gate, The House on Mango Street,
and Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry. I also did a read-aloud of The
Outsiders this fall.  I start out just trying to get the kids doing their
own reading and their own writing.  They write letters to each
other, back and forth, about what they’re reading. 

“Now we’re about halfway through the year, and we’re reading
The House on Mango Street which is composed of a series of
vignettes.  The students are very involved in it right now, and
they’re writing vignettes of their own.  They’ve written four
vignettes so far and revised two of them for final drafts. This week
they started work on a fifth one.  We read one of the vignettes
from the novel—a conversation between two girls written entirely
in dialogue.  The two girls start talking about benign things, like
different names for clouds and for snow.  Then all of a sudden
they start taking digs at each other, and before you know it,
they’re exchanging insults and threatening not to be friends any-
more.  I love it because it’s so typical of what can happen to pre-
adolescent and adolescent kids.  One moment someone’s your
best friend and the next moment you can’t stand her.  

“After we’d done some prereading activities, and I read the
vignette and we discussed it, I said to them, ‘Think back to a con-
versation that you had with a friend when something that was said
was misunderstood by one of you, and the conversation took a
bad turn, so that by the end of the conversation you really didn’t
feel the same about each other.’  Most of them said, ‘Yes, yes,’
they’d had this experience.  They could picture it in their heads.
My goal was to try to get them to put some dialogue down on
paper, because they haven’t tried this so far.  So I did a mini-lesson
teaching everybody about how to write dialogue.” 
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Therese explains that she had two objectives in this assignment:
“to introduce the conventions of dialogue as far as indenting and
so forth, and to focus on writing dialogue that’s real.  I thought
that if they could imagine something that really happened, and if
they could put that down on paper, that would be a good start for
writing real dialogue.”  Therese also thought that this writing
assignment would get students interested in analyzing why the
vignette from The House on Mango Street seemed so real.  

She reports that students “had a hard time telling the story all in
dialogue.  They wanted to say things like, ‘Once upon a time,’ or
‘One day my friend and I were talking.’  So my student teacher
and I spent about half an hour conferencing with individual kids.
We did that in class and got a good start.  And then I asked them
to take the draft home and work on it.  We’ll come back to the
writing in the next class.”

Therese continues, “That’s an example of how we use the litera-
ture as a springboard to get students thinking and writing about
issues they’re facing in their lives; in this case, conflict with
friends, which can sometimes escalate into violence.  We’ve also
used these issues as the material for research projects.  Doing a
research paper is required in our state standards.”  When her stu-
dents write about their lives, Therese reads their work and helps
them learn to identify themes that seem to emerge.  She says,
“Some kids talk about sibling rivalry.  Others talk about parents
who have cancer.  There’s asthma.  I had so many kids with
inhalers one year, I couldn’t believe it.  We also learned that our
community has the highest number of AIDS cases in the state,
and several kids had been directly affected—had friends, a cousin,
a father who had died of AIDS.  It is very real to them.”  

Therese notes that her curriculum helps her students connect
their mastery of literacy skills to efforts to improve the health of
their community.  One of the issues that comes up frequently, she
notes, is that of teen pregnancy—“older sisters and friends who
had babies, for example.  Two years ago one group of girls did
some research on the rate of teen pregnancy in our area.  They
interviewed people in the community; they did research on the
Internet.  And they did a lot of writing about teen pregnancy
because it’s something that they cared about.  They ended up
publishing a booklet for other teenage girls based on their
research.  They were really motivated to write well and correct the

“They were really
motivated to write well
and correct the spelling
and the mechanics
because they wanted
other girls to get the
information they were
communicating.”
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PROFESSIONAL
DEVELOPMENT

What will enable
educators to plan and
implement standards-
based language arts
curricula, and how can
districts support
professional
development?

spelling and the mechanics because they wanted other girls to get
the information they were communicating.”

Planning and implementing a rigorous, equitable, and develop-
mentally appropriate language arts curriculum is challenging.
Teachers need significant support in learning to meet this
challenge.  Ongoing professional development must provide
educators with:  

• Experience in the kinds of intellectually demanding literacy
activities their students will engage in. 

• A broad and deep knowledge of literature. 

• An understanding of how young adolescents develop language
arts concepts, skills, and processes. 

• Knowledge of teaching strategies that will foster high achieve-
ment and facility in using them.

• Familiarity with the kinds of assessments that will help them
match instruction to students’ needs.

• Access to teaching and learning materials and resources that
can help them support all students in meeting the language
arts standards.

Districts can support teachers in the following ways:

• Providing workshops and courses that address teachers’ needs.

• Allowing time for collaborative planning and for study groups
to share and reflect on their experiences and learn from one
another.

• Supplying resources including professional literature, video-
tapes, instructional materials and their accompanying
teacher’s guides, and a wide range of fiction and nonfiction
books.

• Encouraging and providing resources for teachers to take
advantage of professional development opportunities beyond
the district, such as those offered by the National Writing
Project, colleges and universities, and professional organizations.

Teachers and teacher leaders experienced in planning and imple-
menting standards-based curricula highlight several elements they
look for in effective professional development.  These fall into two
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main categories: formal professional development opportunities
and ongoing support.  

Formal professional development introduces teachers to new ideas
about teaching and learning and new curriculum approaches,
and gives them time to explore and reflect on these ideas and
approaches.  Formal professional development experiences are
effective when they:  

• Engage teachers in the same kind of work they expect of stu-
dents in language arts classes (e.g., active reading, discussing,
and writing about literature; developing and communicating
ideas through reflection, discussion, writing, revision, and
editing; integrating the learning and practice of language
skills with meaningful communication).  If teachers are going
to engage students in “curricular conversations” about impor-
tant ideas, they need to experience such conversations them-
selves and have the opportunity to reflect on how these expe-
riences can translate into instructional practice.

• Support teachers in making the significant shift from the tra-
ditional instructional approach of conveying information
(e.g., the theme of a story or the rules for grammar and syn-
tax) to engaging students in active interpretation, discussion,
and effective and accurate communication of their ideas.  

• Bring teachers who have successfully used standards-based cur-
riculum approaches and materials together with teachers
learning to use them.

• Introduce teachers to high-quality materials that can support
standards-based teaching and learning and reduce the need
for teachers to “reinvent the wheel.”

Ongoing support is a second essential component of effective pro-
fessional development.  Teachers using new curriculum approaches
benefit from opportunities to learn from those experienced with
these approaches, as well as those who, like them, are learning to
use the approaches.  Such support, whether through visiting
coaches, online or telephone conversations, peer consultation, or
regular meetings of study groups, offers teachers help in solving
problems as they come up.  Effective ongoing support provides
opportunities for teachers to:

• Access others who are experienced in using the curriculum
approaches and materials.

If teachers are going to
engage students in
“curricular
conversations” about
important ideas, they
need to experience
such conversations
themselves and have
the opportunity to
reflect on how these
experiences can
translate into
instructional practice.
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• Share challenges and successes with other colleagues who are
using the curriculum approaches and materials.

• Learn to develop and use rubrics (scoring guides), evaluate
examples of student work, and use assessments to guide
teaching and learning.

Professional development for planning and implementing stan-
dards-based curricula is multifaceted.  The following two vignettes
show how teachers benefit from a coordinated approach to pro-
fessional development and illustrate a number of different facets
of effective professional development.  Both vignettes provide
examples of how teachers and districts can take advantage of
national professional development resources to create local pro-
grams that exemplify the features of effective professional devel-
opment described above.  Nationally available programs such as
Junior Great Books, Reading for Real, and 6 + 1 TraitsTM of Writing are
widely recognized for their success in promoting students’ read-
ing, writing, and thinking.  Reading for Real is highlighted in the
first vignette as an example of such programs, several of which are
described briefly in Chapter 4 of this guide.  The second vignette
focuses on the National Writing Project, which has influenced the
teaching of writing at all levels over the past quarter century.
Many local and regional organizations, including colleges and
universities and professional associations, also offer professional
development and networking opportunities similar to those pro-
vided by the National Writing Project.

A coordinated approach to curriculum and
professional development
Angela Santos is a curriculum specialist in a small southeastern
city.  Her district has adopted Yale University educator James
Comer’s School Development Program as a vehicle for school
improvement.  Santos explains, “One of the Comer advisors intro-
duced Reading for Real to our district.  We were able to fund both
the purchase of materials and professional development training
through Title VI, which supports innovative programs.  We consider
Reading for Real a very innovative program.”  

Reading for Real is a literature-based language arts and professional
development program aimed at building literacy skills and pro-
moting the academic, social, and emotional development of stu-
dents in grades 4-8.  It is structured around literature that
addresses important questions likely to promote complex writing
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and discussion.  (For example, the teacher’s guide that accompa-
nies Lois Lowry’s The Giver focuses on questions such as “What is
an ideal society?” and “What does it mean for a person or institu-
tion to have authority?”)  The program includes shared reading
(the teacher reads to students), partner reading (students work in
pairs), and a family involvement component.  Support includes
teacher’s guides that suggest activities for oral language, reading,
and writing.  Additionally, extensive professional development
opportunities are available, including weeklong courses, video-
tapes, and on-site consultation. 

Angela explains that Reading for Real reflects what research shows
about effective strategies for improving students’ reading and
writing.  “I have to say that when I first heard about this program,
I was skeptical.  I hate guides; they’re so structured.  But Reading
for Real does just enough.  There are no mobiles, no dioramas for
students to make.  It teaches what real readers do.  After you read
a book, what do you do?  You recommend it to a friend.  So
Reading for Real focuses on the really important things:  talking
about the books, exploring their themes, learning about new
words and new ideas, writing to respond and to understand, mak-
ing connections and experiencing different perspectives.  All the
research shows that reading more helps spelling and helps
improve vocabulary.  The more you read, the better writer you
become.  The program really lets kids enjoy good books.  But it
also does give you tools, such as Venn diagrams, to help students
organize their thoughts.  And the professional development gave
us experience in using these tools.”

Angela describes the initial phase of professional development for
the first group of six teachers in her district who used Reading for
Real and were then trained to become teacher leaders in their
schools.  “Over the course of the first couple of years, staff from
the Developmental Studies Center [the developers of Reading for
Real] came to our system several times and did professional devel-
opment sessions with teachers.  In addition to this in-district train-
ing, we had access to videotapes that Developmental Studies pro-
duced.  The videotapes have great examples of teachers imple-
menting strategies for reading, questioning, and writing.  That
was very helpful.  Then in the summer six of us went out to
Developmental Studies in California for a week to receive train-
ing.  The training was very good, and it was intensive.  We went
eight hours a day and had homework every night.  We read the

“The training was very
good, and it was
intensive.  We went
eight hours a day and
had homework every
night.  We read the
books and did the
activities and writing
ourselves.  Then we got
to think and talk about
how to use them in our
classrooms.”
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books and did the activities and writing ourselves.  Then we got to
think and talk about how to use them in our classrooms.  We also
talked about the videotapes and learned a lot about the question-
ing process and effective questioning techniques.  We also
learned how to build learning communities and help students dis-
cuss with each other, rather than talking to the teacher all the
time. 

“When we were out in California, the developers also gave us a
very good manual to guide us in working with other teachers.  We
went through the manual and practiced ways to introduce the
program to new teachers and to support continuing teachers.
When we came back to the district, we did several professional
development sessions with new teachers.  We ended up with two
teacher leaders in each school who are in charge of the program,
and help the other teachers.  All of us are now experienced with
Reading for Real and are able to help other teachers who are strug-
gling with some aspects of the program.”

Angela also reports that the teachers who are using the program
continue to meet to discuss reading selections, strategies for
teaching, and effective ways to integrate the program into the
whole middle-grades curriculum.  “We have a really diverse popu-
lation of kids, and Reading for Real has a wide range of selections.
We take a lot of time to make our selections.  We read and discuss
them before we actually make a commitment to use them, and
eventually the whole grade level decides which books to use.
Also, we look for ways to connect the reading selections to other
components of the middle-grades curriculum.  In fact, we’ve
added nonfiction books so that we can relate the readings more
easily to the social studies curriculum, while we are teaching kids
about nonfiction as a genre.  For example, there’s one book we
use when students are studying presidential politics.  We look for
those kinds of connections.  

“Also, if a book doesn’t work, we try to analyze why.  We may
decide not to use it again, or we might change the grade level
when we use it.  We also look at the kids’ writing, and share scor-
ing guides and strategies for working with kids on their writing.”

Looking back on the district’s experience with Reading for Real,
Angela notes that the schools that initially elected to use the pro-
gram were schools that had a high percentage of low-achieving
students.  “We were really in search of something to assist us.  And
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our scores have increased—those schools are not low-achieving
schools any more.  I can’t say that Reading for Real is the only rea-
son for that, because there are other things going on in these
schools, but I feel pretty sure it’s a factor.  And the professional
development and support that went along with the curriculum
have had a big impact.” 

Professional communities and ongoing learning
opportunities
“The biggest influence on how I teach is my being a part of the
National Writing Project.  I think that has had the greatest impact
on how I shape my classroom and how I address student learn-
ing,” says Lois Allen Wills, who has taught fourth through eighth
grade language arts for over 20 years in a small rural district in
the South.  Lois is currently spending a year working with teach-
ers across the district as part of a National Writing Project second-
ary literacy initiative based at a nearby state university, but will
then return to her middle-grades classroom. 

The National Writing Project, which was founded in 1974,
endures in over 150 sites across the country.  It has two key ele-
ments:  (1) bringing teachers together to write themselves and
learn to improve their teaching of writing, and (2) building local
capacity to replicate this model. 

Lois’s experience, of being first a participant in National Writing
Project institutes and then a teacher leader herself, is typical.  She
credits her 15-year involvement in the National Writing Project
for inspiring her both as a writer and a teacher.  “I started to see
myself as a writer, and started reading and hearing writer-educators
like Don Graves and Don Murray.  Through the mentoring I
received, I realized that the way to bring my students into the
world of writers is for me to be a writer and to model writing.
Five years ago, I was a Fellow for the National Writing Project at
the state university.  That experience was encouraging.   I came to
understand that I am responsible for my own professional devel-
opment.  If I become a better reader and writer, and model this
for my students, they are likely to do the same.  I have to under-
stand and use the writing process myself if I’m ever going to be
able to teach it to my students.” 

Lois reports that her National Writing Project experiences have
also encouraged her to create an ongoing study group in her own
school.  In keeping with the National Writing Project philosophy,

“I realized that the way
to bring my students
into the world of
writers is for me to be
a writer and to model
writing. . . . I have to
understand and use the
writing process myself
if I’m ever going to be
able to teach it to my
students.” 
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members of this group participate together in reading, writing,
and discussion, and also consider how to improve the teaching of
language arts in their school.  Lois talks about the evolution of
the group, and how it prompted an initiative to increase parents’
involvement in their children’s literacy education. 

“One of the things that I did in my own school during the first
year of this research project was that I got permission from my
principal to have an after-school gathering for professional devel-
opment; I called it ‘Professional Conversations.’ I did that every
week after school, once a week, and just had an open door, served
snacks, and invited people to come and talk.  We read a shared
text, and we had a discussion.  We read selections by authors like
Lucy Calkins, Don Graves, Nancie Atwell, and Lisa Delpit.  What
emerged from those conversations was that we really need to
focus on doing a better job of teaching writing.  We need to teach
revision.  We need to teach skills explicitly and give students
opportunities to practice them in the context of their writing.  We
also decided that parents are very important, because we only
have the kids for six hours a day.  The kids are with their families
and their own communities for hundreds of hours every year.  So
we need to make better connections with parents to help them
find ways to further support their kids’ writing.  It’s not easy to do
this in middle school.  Kids don’t usually want parents around.  So
we had to find creative ways to get parents involved. 

“As a result of those discussions, I’ve started doing some things to
connect better with parents, and I have better relationships with
parents now than I have ever had in all of the years that I’ve
taught.  One thing I’ve done is to videotape what’s happening in
my classroom and send it home with a journal in which parents
respond to what they see happening in my classroom.  That has
increased the trust level from parents.  It’s also allowed parents to
have input and to help me understand their kids better.  Some-
times they see things on the videos that I don’t see, and they ask
me questions that help me to see new ways to approach students.
Or they’ll write a response in the journal about their child that
will help me to understand something about what the child may
or may not have done in their writing or their oral presentation.
Students also get to see their parents in new ways—as collabora-
tors, writers, partners with teachers.  Through the National
Writing Project, I’m also learning about other parent involvement
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efforts.  The National Writing Project has over 40 programs to
create partnerships with parents to benefit their kids.”

The parent involvement resources are just one example of the
way the National Writing Project connects teachers to sources of
information and colleagues around the country that can supple-
ment local professional development resources.  Lois notes, “The
National Writing Project gives you access to all kinds of resources
you wouldn’t necessarily have just from your own school or dis-
trict.  This year I’m on a National Writing Project online mailing
list that identifies promising websites, and the teachers I’m work-
ing with are trying some of these out with their kids.  I just keep
growing and learning as a writer and a teacher, and I see that hap-
pening for other teachers as well, and for the kids with their writing.” 

Authors Mentioned
The following books are examples of works by the authors that
are mentioned by teachers in the vignettes in this chapter.  

Atwell, Nancie, In the Middle: New Understandings About 
Writing, Reading, and Learning (Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann,
1987, 1998).

Beane, James (Ed.), Toward a Coherent Curriculum: 1995 Yearbook of
the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development
(Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum
Development, 1995).

Calkins, Lucy McCormick, The Art of Teaching Writing
(Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1986, 1994).

Delpit, Lisa D., Other People’s Children: Cultural Conflict in the
Classroom (New York: The New Press, 1995).

Graves, Donald H., Bring Life into Learning: Create a Lasting Literacy
(Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1999).
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When we asked language arts educators in urban, suburban, and
rural schools about the questions posed in Chapter 1, several
themes emerged in their responses.  These include integrating
the language arts, organizing the curriculum around themes,
using ongoing assessment to guide instruction, and teaching
skills.  Teachers also painted a graphic picture of the challenges
they face every day:  How to provide developmentally appropriate
instruction to students with a wide range of reading and writing
abilities?  How to support very diverse students in meeting the
same standards?  How to engage students in language exper-
iences with genuine purposes and audiences, build on the 
knowledge students bring from their homes and communities,
and provide increasingly more complex literacy experiences over
the grades?  Many of these challenges are most acute for teachers
in high-poverty schools, but teachers in a variety of communities
reported teaching as many as 150 or 160 students a day and 
needing to help a wide range of students meet newly heightened
expectations.

Several teachers asked us to provide them with a concrete exam-
ple of a standards-based language arts curriculum that addresses
the questions we have posed.  This chapter provides two such 
concrete examples, which we refer to as curriculum profiles.  
The first, developed by the sixth-grade language arts faculty at a 
middle school in the Northeast, is a “working” curriculum that is
frequently evaluated and revised by the teachers who use it.  The
second profile is one that we developed as an example of a 
curriculum that extends across the middle grades.  This profile is
based on our interviews with language arts educators, along with
our reading of research on language arts and curriculum 
development.  

Curriculum Profiles
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Both curriculum profiles consist of complex and interrelated
information.  This information is presented in tables to permit
examination of each of the language arts strands separately as well
as in conjunction with the others.  Although the profiles share a
similar format, their content differs somewhat.  The first features
literature, writing, and language study—primarily grammar,
spelling, and vocabulary.  The language arts are integrated as 
students use reading, writing, and a moderate amount of oral 
language to explore the theme, “Creating one’s identity is a 
journey of self-discovery and change.” 

The second profile closely follows the New Standards™ Student
Performance Standards and is organized around reading and 
literature, writing, and oral language and viewing.  Conventions,
grammar, and usage are addressed in the context of a focus on
the writing.  As in the first profile, the language arts are integrat-
ed and students engage in complex oral and written conversa-
tions.  In addition, the substance of these conversations, the “big
ideas,” are aligned with several of the middle-grades themes 
suggested by the Curriculum Standards for Social Studies published
by the National Council for the Social Studies.  Thus, this 
profile provides an example of how language arts and social 
studies can be integrated.

A Curriculum in Progress 
for Grade Six 
The great majority of the students at Ralph Waldo Emerson
Middle School1 go on to the regional high school and then to
four-year colleges.  Emerson Middle School’s philosophy stresses
“a balance of rigorous academics and a nurturing atmosphere
that meets the needs of developing adolescents.”  

The sixth-grade faculty at Emerson have participated in profes-
sional development on content area literacy and understand that
students must read widely and extensively to build their vocabu-
lary and background knowledge.  They have developed a “reading
across the curriculum” program that begins in September when
students read a work of fiction for language arts class.  As the year
progresses, students read biography, nonfiction, and fiction for
social studies and science classes; selections that require logic and 

1This is a pseudonym.
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problem-solving skills for mathematics class; and books that deal
with adolescent social issues for guidance courses. 

While literature has become a component of all the content areas
at Emerson, it is at the center of the language arts curriculum.
Through literature, students explore concepts and ideas that help
them make sense of human experiences.  The sixth-grade lan-
guage arts curriculum focuses on a yearlong theme:  “Creating
one’s identity is a journey of self-discovery and change.”  Students
spend much of the year reading, discussing, and writing about 
literature that explores this theme, including Call it Courage, A
Christmas Carol, and Julie of the Wolves.2 For the most part, 
specific language arts skills are taught in the context of theme-
related activities.  

Emerson’s language arts curriculum is carefully reviewed through-
out the year.  It is “a work in progress” and is modified and
adjusted to ensure that it focuses on promoting the knowledge
and skills required by the state and district standards.  Key ele-
ments of this sixth-grade curriculum are identified in the table
that follows.  Brief definitions of terms that may be unfamiliar 
follow the first occurrence of each term.  These terms are printed
in boldface.

2The vignette in Chapter 1 describing the walking tour of Victorian London
elaborates one unit from Emerson’s sixth-grade curriculum.
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A Comprehensive Curriculum for
the Middle Grades 
The second curriculum profile, which we have developed, draws
upon teachers’ knowledge and experience, research on language
arts curriculum, and the New Standards™ Student Performance
Standards. We used the New Standards because we wanted to
mirror the work of the teachers we interviewed, many of whom
are required to use these or similarly explicit standards docu-
ments.  The New Standards includes specific descriptions of what
students are expected to know and be able to do, as well as
suggestions for projects that allow students to demonstrate that
they have achieved particular standards.  

Themes and Literature
In developing this curriculum for grades 6 through 8, we began
by identifying themes—big ideas that students could explore
through the language arts—to provide coherence and promote
higher-level thinking.  Many of the novels that are regularly used
in the middle grades incorporate social studies subject matter, so
we turned to the Curriculum Standards for Social Studies for our
themes.  We realize that districts often have their own social stud-
ies requirements at particular grades which may not parallel those
on which we have chosen to focus.  Our purpose in developing
this curriculum profile is to provide an example of how social
studies themes can be integrated into a language arts curriculum,
not to make a prescription for such integration.  We hope it will
inspire teachers, schools, and districts to design curricula that
address the components of excellence described throughout this
guide, while taking into account their own particular standards
and requirements.  

The curriculum profile integrates the following social studies
themes:

• The influence of people’s assumptions, values, and beliefs on
cultural understanding.

• How history helps us make informed decisions in the present.
• The nature of a just society.

Once these themes were established, the next step was to identify
literature, from a variety of genres, to accompany each theme.
We knew from our interviews with language arts educators that 
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middle-grades teachers often feel obliged to use a single work of
literature with their entire class, regardless of the difficulty of the
text.  We wanted to provide alternatives to this practice, which can
lead to chapter-by-chapter “round robin reading” in classrooms
where some students are unable to read the text on their own.  

We chose literature titles for each theme that varied in level of
difficulty.  The curriculum thereby gives students opportunities 
to use the language arts to explore complex, theme-related ideas
with texts written at an appropriate level of difficulty—an inde-
pendent level if students are reading on their own, and an
instructional level if they are working with the teacher.  (The
appendix to this profile provides a list of selected literature, cate-
gorized by theme and reading level, which illustrates the range of
options teachers can draw upon.)  However, some teachers must
use required novels that are too difficult for some students.  The
curriculum incorporates a variety of strategies for working with
struggling readers, including discussion, writing, using audio and
video versions of texts, and flexible grouping.  

Standards
We then turned to the New Standards. Using a curriculum map-
ping process, we identified those standards that would be the
focus for each grade, being certain to capitalize on the connec-
tions between reading, writing, speaking, and listening.  We used
the examples of tasks and student work in the New Standards to
plan projects that would allow students to demonstrate their
learning.  Initially, we were concerned that these examples would
too severely constrain teachers’ and students’ creativity and
choice.  As it turned out, the examples were most helpful in pro-
viding us with models that encourage creativity and incorporate
many opportunities for teacher and student ownership and
choice. 

Academic Rigor, Equity, and
Developmental Appropriateness
In planning this curriculum, we wanted to create a rigorous
course of study that would challenge students to reach high 
standards, teach them to use the language arts to explore and
understand complex ideas, and provide instruction in the skills
and processes that support this exploration.  Further, we wanted
to provide pathways to success for all students, particularly those 
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who have struggled in traditional language arts classrooms.  Our
planning was guided by the assumption that all students can be
successful if instruction is guided by ongoing assessment, builds
on students’ current knowledge, and is engaging and meaningful.
We included a wide range of instructional approaches and class-
room activities to meet the specific learning needs of individual
students.  Finally, we wanted the curriculum to be developmen-
tally appropriate.  That is, we wanted it to be based on the 
knowledge of how young adolescents think, suited to their age
and interests, and attentive to their developing need for interac-
tions with peers.  We organized activities to help students develop
from concrete to more abstract thinking and take increasing
responsibility for monitoring and directing their learning, built in
multiple ways for students to make connections between their
lives in school and out of school, and provided many opportuni-
ties for students to collaborate and learn from each other.

Assessment
Although there is no explicit mention of assessment in the cur-
riculum profile that follows, the assumption is that ongoing assess-
ment will guide teaching and learning.  Teachers’ instructional
decisions should be informed by student assessment data.  As an
example, in enacting this curriculm, teachers would give students
rubrics (scoring guides) for their projects and writing assign-
ments.  The rubrics would articulate specific guidelines for proj-
ects and provide descriptions of the components of successful per-
formance so that students would understand the goals for their
assignments and work toward them.  In addition, teachers would
conduct ongoing informal and formal assessments, integrating
student observations and multiple-choice, short-answer, essay, and
open-ended questions within the various components of the cur-
riculum.  Teachers would make instruction and practice in test-
taking skills meaningful for students by integrating them into the
context of ongoing class work.  

Grade Level Focus
Within the context of this comprehensive plan for grades 6 to 8, 
it remained to sketch out a primary focus for each year.

Grade Six: Genre study. The sixth-grade language arts curricu-
lum focuses on genre study.  This provides students with an
understanding of the purposes and structures of various literary
genres and builds a foundation for future reading.  The yearlong



©2000 Education Development Center, Inc.

64 Chapter 2/Curriculum Profiles

theme is “The influence of people’s assumptions, values, and
beliefs on cultural understanding.” 

Throughout the year, students read theme-related novels, short
stories, plays, poetry, biography, nonfiction, myths, folktales, and
trickster stories.  They learn about the structures of these differ-
ent texts and develop reading strategies that support their com-
prehension.  Students are expected to write narrative and descrip-
tive passages.  They memorize and write poetry.  They are intro-
duced to the research process, conduct interviews, and write
research reports.  They give oral presentations.  In addition, dur-
ing the year, students read 25 texts on their own (a requirement
of the New Standards), maintain a log of their responses to those
texts, and create an annotated bibliography of their reading.
Students keep track of their independent reading on computers
at school; over the three years of the curriculum, they learn to
organize and sort information about their readings in a database.

Grade Seven:  Studies on the theme “How history helps us make
informed decisions in the present.” Students begin the school
year by reexamining the genres that they studied in grade 6.  The
selected readings extend the sixth-grade theme (“The influence
of people’s assumptions, values, and beliefs on cultural under-
standing”) to include the role of social institutions and cultures in
establishing values and beliefs.  As the year progresses, students
read historical literature such as the books Tituba of Salem Village,
The Witch of Blackbird Pond, Sign of the Beaver, April Morning, My
Brother Sam Is Dead, The House of Dies Drear, Women in the Civil War,
and To Be a Slave. They also read more contemporary novels such
as Walk Two Moons and Scorpions. They view A Midsummer Night’s
Dream. Students read, discuss, and write about the values and
beliefs portrayed in the literature.  They identify the sources of
those values and beliefs and analyze how they contributed to 
or posed obstacles to cultural understanding.  Students then
apply their knowledge:  they study and analyze current events,
examining the values and beliefs that shape these events. 

Grade Eight:  Studies on the theme “The nature of a just society.”
Students in the middle grades have a strong sense of justice and
what is fair. The eighth-grade curriculum allows them to consider
the subtleties of these concepts (decency, integrity, morality,
equality, impartiality) and to answer questions that include:

• What is a just society?
• What is fairness?
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• How are justice and fairness the same? 
• How are they different?

As the year unfolds, all students read the novels Lyddie, The Giver,
and Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry. Examples of activities that sup-
port struggling readers, such as listening to audiotapes, “buddy
reading,” journal writing, and “literature circles” are included.
Students also have the opportunity to read theme-related litera-
ture based on their interests and/or reading levels.  Their choices
include fiction and nonfiction selections (in different media)
such as The Contender; Malcolm X: By Any Means Necessary; Another
Way to Dance; Buried Onions; Rosa Parks: My Story; Drive-By; Freedom
Songs; Going Where I’m Coming From: Memoirs of American Youth; West
Side Story; The Gold Cadillac; Goodbye, Vietnam; and Hoops. 

Throughout the year, students work independently and in groups,
and are encouraged to share and learn from one another’s differ-
ent perspectives.  They do both traditional and Internet research.
They listen to speakers from their community who lived through
the Great Depression.  They conduct interviews with local veter-
ans of the Civil Rights Movement, the Vietnam War, and other
political and cultural upheavals.  The culminating project
requires them to create a “Guidebook for a Just Society” in which
they demonstrate their understanding of the theme.

Putting It All Together
In the tables that follow, we show a month-by-month curriculum
plan for grades 6, 7, and 8.  Activities are organized according to
the major categories for language arts standards:  reading and lit-
erature, writing, and oral language and viewing.  A summary of
the work for the month and some additional information appear
in the left-hand column.  As in the previous profile, brief defini-
tions of terms that may be unfamiliar follow the first occurrence
of each term.  These terms are printed in boldface.
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•
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•
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d
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g
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•
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n
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*
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hcaet
ot
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R
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noitarolpxe
e

ht
sa
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.slevo

n
e

ht
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d
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stsilkoob
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w

g
niog
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O

•
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g
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w
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•
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erutareti
L

dna
gnidae

R
gnitir

W
gni

wei
V

dna
egaugna

Llar
O

yraurbeF

yra
m

muS
nrael

d
na

daer
st

nedutS
nrael;y

hpargoib
tuoba

g
nidulc

ni,slliks
hcraeser

d
na

s
weivret

ni
g

nitcud
noc

a
etir

w
d

na;seto
n

g
nikat

yasse
tsart

noc/erap
moc

rie
ht

fo
stcejbus

e
ht

tuoba
.g

nidaer
rie

ht
d

na
hcraeser

:)y
hpargoi

B(
yduts

er
ne

G
•

a
daer

d
na

tceles
st

nedutS
detaler-ygolo

n
hcet

ro-ec
neics

-
neped

ni
rie

ht
ta

y
hpargoib

.level
g

nidaer
t

ned
:

no
sucoF *

?y
hpargoib

si
ta

h
W

*
lautcaf.sv

evitcejbuS
.y

hpargoib
ni

noita
mrof

ni *
noita

mrof
nilautcaf

g
niyfire

V
.secruos

yra
mirp

hti
w

,
noitseuq

e
ht

erolpxe
st

nedutS
•

d
na

ec
neics

eva
h

wo
H“

neeb
d

na,dec
neulf

ni
ygolo

n
hcet

,slaudivid
ni,yb

dec
neulf

ni
”?serutluc

d
na,seiteicos

”
notli

ma
H

ai
nigri

V“
daer

st
nedutS

•
ot

s
nikpo

H
tte

n
ne

B
ee

L
yb

d
nuorgkcab

hti
w

me
ht

edivorp
s

weivret
ni

tuoba
noita

mrof
ni

.)”g
nitir

W“
ees(

.g
nidaer

t
ned

neped
ni

g
niog

n
O

•

nola
nruoj

a
niat

nia
m

st
nedutS

•
e

ht
wo

h
g

niredis
noc,y

hpargoib
sa

w
y

hpargoib
rie

ht
fo

tcejbus
,dec

neulf
ni

d
na,yb

dec
neulf

ni
.ygolo

n
hcet

ro
ec

neics
weivret

ni
st

nedutS
:

hcraese
R

•
rie

ht
morflaudivid

ni
na

detaler
si

kro
w

eso
h

w
yti

nu
m

moc
.ygolo

n
hcet

ro
ec

neics
ot *

ecitcarp
d

na
nrael

st
nedutS

.slliks
g

nikat-eto
n *

na
eraperp

st
nedutS

”hcraeS-I“
hcraeser

rie
ht

g
nit

ne
mucod

sliated
”

hcraeS-I“
n

A(
.ssecorp

-a
mrof

ni
rof

hcraes
s’t

neduts
e

ht
cificeps

e
ht

hti
w

g
nola,

noit
).dere

htag
noita

mrof
ni

/erap
moc

a
etir

w
st

nedutS
•

ruoy
si

wo
H

:yasse
tsart

noc
si

wo
H

?euqi
nu

ee
weivret

ni
ev’e

w
elpoep

re
hto

ekil
e

hs/e
h

?tuoba
daer

d
na

stsilkoob
no

kro
w

g
niog

n
O

•
.sla

nruoj
g

nidaer
ni

g
nitir

w

st
neduts,spuorglla

ms
nI

•
yti

nu
m

moc
ro

yli
maf

a
weivret

ni
wo

h
e

ni
mreted

ot
reb

me
m

sa
h

ygolo
n

hcet
ro

ec
neics

.ee
weivret

ni
e

ht
dec

neulf
ni

d
na

g
ni

weivret
ni

nrael
st

nedutS
•

:slliks
egaug

nallaro *
.s

noitseuq
t

naveler
ks

A
*

hti
w

s
noitseuq

ot
d

nopse
R

.
noitarobale

etairporppa *
etacid

ni
ot

seuc
egaug

nal
es

U
g

nizise
htopy

h
fo

slevel
t

nereffid
erus

nu
m’I

?...fi
ta

h
W,.g.e(

.)...re
hte

h
w *

yb
g

nid
natsred

nu
mrif

no
C

.g
nisar

hparap

hcra
M

yra
m

muS
,ezyla

na,
weiv,daer

st
nedutS

d
na

yalp
a

t
neserp

d
na

fo
e

me
ht

e
ht

wo
h

erolpxe
g

nid
natsred

nularutluc
.a

mard
ni

segre
me

noita
mrofnIlanoitidd

A
gnoS

s’nair
B

fo
yrots

e
ht

sllet
nair

B
reyalpllabtoof

g
niyd

si
h

g
nitciped,olocciP

wollef
hti

w
pi

hs
noitaler

.sreyaS
ela

G
reyalp

st
nedutS

:)a
mar

D(
yduts

er
ne

G
•

yalp
e

ht
daer

gnoS
s’nair

B
.

:tuoba
nrael

st
nedutS *

yalp
a

daer
ot

wo
h

*
g

nigats
d

na
eugolaid

*
g

ni
woda

hserof
*

se
me

ht
d

na
sretcara

hc
selcitra

noitcif
no

n
daer

st
nedutS

•
.olocciP

nair
B

tuoba
.g

nidaer
t

ned
neped

ni
g

niog
n

O
•

hci
h

w
ni

yasse
na

etir
w

st
nedutS

•
d

na
seulav

e
ht

wo
h

ebircsed
ye

ht
ni

sretcara
hc

nia
m

e
ht

fo
sfeileb

rie
ht

ot
etubirt

noc
yalp

e
ht

.pi
hsd

neirf
d

na
stsilkoob

no
kro

w
g

niog
n

O
•

.sla
nruoj

g
nidaer

ni
g

nitir
w

-
neserplaro

ecitcarp
st

nedutS
•

g
nidaer

hguor
ht

slliks
noitat

fo
s

noitces
g

nit
neserp

d
na

egats
e

ht
teslli

w
si

h
T(

.yalp
e

ht
).ya

M
ni

s
noitat

neserplaro
rof

no
yalp

a
weiv
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nedutS

•
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mrofrep

a
d
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oediv
.yalp

a
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erutareti
L

dna
gnidae

R
gnitir

W
gni

wei
V

dna
egaugna

Llar
O

ya
M/lirp

A

yra
m

muS
fo

yteirav
a

daer
st

nedutS
a

etir
w;s

noitceles
noitcif

no
n

serolpxe
ta

ht
repap

hcraeser
d

na;e
me

ht
g

nolraey
e

ht
larola

noitidda
nrael

ni
slliks

noitat
neserp

d
ne-raey

a
rof

noitaraperp
.)

woleb,e
nuJ

ees(
tcejorp

:)
noitcif

no
N(

yduts
er

ne
G

•
,sevitarra

nla
nosrep

daer
st

nedutS
e

ht
d

na
aide

m
e

ht
morf

selcitra
-oibotua,y

hpargoib,te
nret

nI
rof

syasse
d

na,srettel,y
hparg

ees(
tcejorp

hcraeser
rie

ht
:)”g

nitir
W“ *

g
nidaer

ylppa
d

na
ecitcarP
.seigetarts *

.
noita

mrof
ni

rof
dae

R
.g

nidaer
t

ned
neped

ni
g

niog
n

O
•

:tcejorp
hcraeser

detaler-e
me

h
T

•
ot

erutluc
a

tceles
st

nedutS
rie

h
T

.tuoba
etir

w
d

na
hcraeser

no
troper

ot
si

repap
hcraeser

e
ht

fo
sfeileb

d
na

seulav
e

ht
epa

hs
ta

ht
srotcaf

d
na,erutluc

d
na

seulav
yb

depa
hs

era
ro/d

na
.sfeileb

:ot
nrael

st
nedutS *

.aedi
g

nillort
noc

a
poleve

D
*

erutcurts
g

nizi
nagro

na
tceleS

.troper
e

ht
rof *

d
na

stcaf
etairporppa

edulc
nI

.sliated *
suoe

nartxe
edulcx

E
.

noita
mrof

ni *
.

noisulc
noc

a
etir

W
d

na
stsilkoob

no
kro

w
g

niog
n

O
•

.sla
nruoj

g
nidaer

ni
g

nitir
w

larola
noitidda

nrael
st

nedutS
•

noitaraperp
ni

slliks
noitat

neserp
:e

nuJ
ni

tcejorp
puorg

rof *
e

ht
otlaeppa

d
na

wo
n

K
.ec

neidua *
-rop

mi
yb

t
net

noc
ezi

nagr
O

.tcap
mi

d
na

ec
nat *

e
ht

erutcurts
ot

seto
n

es
U

.
noitat

neserp *
d

na
ec

neidua
e

ht
egag

n
E

.tcat
noc

eye
niat

nia
m

enuJ

yra
m

muS
sevitarra

nlaro
yduts

st
nedutS

d
na

serutluc
t

nereffid
morf

eraperp
ot

spuorg
ni

kro
w

tuoba
nossel

a
reviled

d
na

.evitarra
n

fo
epyt

e
no

morf
sevitarra

N(
yduts

er
ne

G
•

daer
st

nedutS
:)serutluc

t
nereffid

,selatklof,selat
retskcirt,selbaf

nrael
ye

h
T

.selat
nigiro

d
na

morf
esora

ta
ht

erutaretil
tuoba

fo
seulav

d
na

sfeileb
e

ht
.serutluc

t
nereffid *

selatklof
daer

ot
wo

h
*

noitidartlaro
e

ht
*

efil
yliad

fo
erutaretil

*
s

nossel
hcaet

ta
ht

selbaf
*

laruta
n

nialpxe
ta

ht
s

hty
m

a
ne

mo
ne

hp
.g

nidaer
t

ned
neped

ni
g

niog
n

O
•

detato
n

nala
nif

ti
mbus

st
nedutS

•
.stsilkoob

g
nidaer

ni
g

nitir
w

g
niog

n
O

•
.sla

nruoj

.spuorg
wasgij

ni
kro

w
st

nedutS
•

e
ht

se
moceb

puorg
hca

E
fo

sepyt
e

ht
fo

e
no

ni
”strepxe“

retskcirt,selbaf,.g.e(
seirots
.)selat

a
seraperp

puorg
trepxe

hca
E

•
ot

hcaet
ne

ht
ye

ht
ta

ht
nossel

nossel
e

h
T

.sreb
me

m
ssalc

lait
nesse

e
ht

setaroproc
ni

yrots
fo

epyt
e

ht
fo

scitsiretcara
hc

.deiduts
sa

h
puorg

e
ht
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t
neserp

e
ht

ni
s

noisiced
de

mrof
ni

eka
m

su
sple

h
yrotsi

h
wo

H
:e

me
h

T
roja

M

erutareti
L

dna
gnidae

R
gnitir

W
gni

wei
V

dna
egaugna

Llar
O

reb
metpeS

yra
m

muS
ot

decudort
nier

era
st

nedutS
se

nituor
d

na
serutcurts

e
ht

stra
egaug

nal
e

ht
fo

a
tfard

d
na

mulucirruc
yasse

tsart
noc/erap

moc
desab-e

me
ht

rie
ht

no
desab

.g
nidaer

g
nidaer

t
ned

neped
ni

ecudort
nie

R
•

d
na

s
noitatcepxe

teS
.

margorp
d

na
g

nidaer
nigeb

st
neduts

eva
h

.g
nidaer

rie
ht

ot
g

nid
nopser

daer
st

nedutS
:

weiver
er

ne
G

•
d

na,syasse,yrteop,seirots
tro

hs
6

edarg
e

ht
ot

detaler
syalp

fo
ec

neulf
ni

e
h

T“,e
me

ht
,seulav,s

noitp
mussa

s’elpoep
-red

nularutluc
no

sfeileb
d

na
”.g

nid
nats

g
nidaer

rof
seigetarts

weive
R

•
.ser

neg
t

nereffid
d

na
eka

m
ot

nrael
st

nedutS
•

ec
nedive

hti
w

s
noitressa

troppus
.stxet

e
ht

morf

ta
mrof

d
na

st
ne

meriuqer
weive

R
•

sla
nruoj

g
nidaer

t
ned

neped
ni

rof
.stsilkoob

detato
n

na
d

na
-arap

tsart
noc/erap

moc
weive

R
•

ta
ht

sdro
w

d
na

erutcurts
hparg

no“,.g.e(
erutcurts

si
htla

ngis
.)”d

na
h

re
hto

e
ht

a
fo

tfard
tsrif

e
ht

etir
w

st
nedutS

•
no

desab
yasse

tsart
noc/erap

moc
-

nagro
ci

hparg
depoleved-puorg

d
na

egaug
na

Llar
O“

ees(
srezi

.)”g
ni

wei
V

desab
stfard

rie
ht

esiver
st

nedutS
•

g
nitide

reep
morf

kcabdeef
no

noitcurts
ni

re
hcaet

d
na

spuorg
.erutcurts

tsart
noc/erap

moc
no

:
noissucsid

rof
se

nilediug
weive

R
•

,s
noi

nipo
ticilos,s

nrut
eka

T
evig,s

noitseuq
ot

d
nopser

,
noi

nipo
na

troppus
ot

s
nosaer

.aedi
na

d
napxe

ro
yfiralc

-ediug
noissucsid

g
nisu

ecitcarP
•

etaerc
st

neduts,spuorg
nI

:se
nil

erap
moc

ot
rezi

nagro
ci

hparg
a

d
na

stife
neb

e
ht

tsart
noc

d
na

a
sa

er
neg

hcae
fo

sesse
nkae

w
.e

me
ht

e
ht

g
nirolpxe

rofloot
reep

rof
serudecorp

weive
R

•
.s

noissucsid
g

nitide
laudivid

ni
ni

etapicitrap
st

nedutS
•

.g
nitir

w
rie

ht
tuoba

sec
neref

noc
rof

slliks
ecitcarp

d
na

nrael
ye

h
T

:g
nidulc

ni
sec

neref
noc *

scipot
we

n
g

nitaiti
ni

*
s

noitseuq
t

naveler
g

niksa
*

s
noitseuq

ot
g

nid
nopser
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erutareti
L

dna
gnidae

R
gnitir

W
gni

wei
V

dna
egaugna

Llar
O

reb
mevo

N/rebotc
O

yra
m

muS
g

nolraey
nigeb

st
nedutS

slevo
n

ruof
fo

g
nidaer

yrotsi
h.S.

U
ot

detaler
.ra

Wlivi
C

e
ht

hguor
ht

no
kro

wlaro
d

na
nettir

W
sedivorp

noitceles
tsrif

e
ht

/6
edarg

e
ht

morf
egdirb

a
e

h
T“(

e
me

ht
reb

metpeS
s’elpoep

fo
ec

neulf
ni

d
na,seulav,s

noitp
mussa

-red
nularutluc

no
sfeileb

e
me

ht
we

n
e

ht
ot

)”g
nid

nats
eka

m
su

sple
h

yrotsi
h

wo
H“(

e
ht

ni
s

noisiced
de

mrof
ni

.)”t
neserp

noita
mrofnIlanoitidd

A
ot

st
neduts

rof
silaog

e
h

T
tuoba

nrael
ye

ht
ta

h
w

esu
ot

seidutslaicos
ni

yrotsi
h

e
ht

ni
s

noisiced
eka

m
e

ht
ni

noitcurts
nI

.t
neserp

elpoep
fo

sfeileb
d

na
seulav

si
d

nalg
n

E
we

N
natiruP

ni
.seidutslaicos

ni
dedivorp

rof
slliks

esu
osla

st
nedutS

ni
de

nrael
noissucsid

puorg
.6

edarg

re
htie

daer
st

nedutS
•

fo
abuti

T
egalliV

melaS
ro

fo
hcti

W
eh

T
.dnoP

dribkcal
B

st
neduts

hcta
M(

txet
etairporppa

tso
m

e
ht

hti
w

).ytluciffid
folevel

no
desab

selcitra
noitcif

no
n

daer
st

nedutS
•

.d
nalg

n
E

we
N

natiruP
tuoba

.g
nidaer

t
ned

neped
ni

g
niog

n
O

•

aedi
na

troppus
ot

wo
h

weive
R

•
.txet

e
ht

ot
sec

nerefer
g

nisu
e

ht
ot

es
nopser

a
etir

w
st

nedutS
•

esu
ye

ht
hci

h
w

ni
txet

de
ngissa

d
nalevo

n
e

ht
ot

sec
nerefer

seidutslaicos
morf

noita
mrof

ni
d

na
etalucitra

ot
sg

nidaer
.saedi

rie
ht

troppus *
sfeileb

d
na

seulav
e

ht
ere

w
ta

h
W

ni
s

natiruP
e

ht
g

no
ma

t
nelaverp

?d
nalg

n
E

we
N *

eso
ht

fo
secruos

e
ht

ere
w

ta
h

W
?sfeileb

d
na

seulav *
d

na
seulav

eso
ht

did
wo

H
esop

ro
etubirt

noc
sfeileb

larutluc
ot

selcatsbo
?g

nid
natsred

nu
.ssecorp

g
nitir

w
e

ht
weive

R
•

d
na

stsilkoob
no

kro
w

g
niog

n
O

•
.sla

nruoj
g

nidaer
ni

g
nitir

w

noissucsid
ni

etapicitrap
st

nedutS
•

de
ngissa

e
ht

no
desab

spuorg
noissucsid

ecitcarp
d

na,g
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This chapter describes a variety of resources that language arts
teachers can use to help them plan and implement standards-
based curricula.  It has the following nine sections:

• Standards and Frameworks describes major national standards
documents and identifies a source of information about both
national and state standards.

• Professional Organizations identifies national organizations that
provide information about the theory and practice of language
arts teaching, publish books and periodicals, and organize
conferences and other professional development opportunities
for educators.

• Websites provides examples of Internet-based sources of infor-
mation about research and practice in middle-grades lan-
guage arts education.  These websites link to other relevant
resources.

• Curriculum Materials with Accompanying Professional Development
describes examples of curriculum programs that provide
teachers with opportunities to develop teaching approaches
that support student achievement of standards.

• Professional Development Resources describes sources of profes-
sional development programs and information.

• Published Literature Programs and Anthologies highlights pub-
lished curriculum materials that can serve either as the core
of an integrated language arts program or as a resource for
teachers and students.

• Student Reference gives an example of a useful student reference
handbook.

• Management Tools identifies software-based programs that help
teachers determine students’ reading levels and direct them
to appropriate books for independent and instructional reading.

• Professional Materials describes a variety of examples of books
that provide both theoretical and practical guidance about
language arts curriculum, teaching, and learning.  

Annotated Resources
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Many of these resources were recommended by the teachers inter-
viewed for this guide.  Others were suggested by members of the
advisory board or are widely recognized sources of information
and wisdom about language arts curriculum and teaching.  They
can inform and guide the development and implementation of
language arts curricula that meet the criteria of academic rigor,
equity, and developmental appropriateness described in this
guide.

Standards for the English Language Arts (Urbana, IL, and
Newark, DE: National Council of Teachers of English and
International Reading Association, 1996)

These standards were developed by NCTE and IRA, the two major pro-
fessional organizations in English and language arts education
(described below, under “Professional Organizations”).  The document
is the result of a four-year effort that involved thousands of educators,
researchers, parents, policymakers, and others around the U.S.  The
goal of the authors of the standards document was “to define, as clearly
and specifically as possible, the current consensus among literacy teach-
ers and researchers about what students should learn in the English lan-
guage arts—reading, writing, listening, speaking, viewing, and visually
representing.”  The standards were also intended “to ensure that all stu-
dents are offered the opportunities, the encouragement, and the vision
to develop the language skills they need to pursue life’s goals, including
personal enrichment and participation as informed members of our
society.”  

The first part of the document describes the need for standards, discuss-
es the perspectives on literacy and learning that inform the standards,
and lists and briefly explains the twelve standards.  The rest of the docu-
ment offers a series of vignettes drawn from the elementary, middle
school, and high school levels that are intended to illustrate what the
standards look like when applied in the classroom.  Also included is a
glossary and lists of the various individuals and organizations that con-
tributed to development of the document. 

These standards provide a useful framework which states and districts
can use to develop more explicit standards that are consistent with the
needs of their student populations.  The document can be ordered from
NCTE or IRA; contact information is listed below, under “Professional
Organizations.”  Also available from NCTE are the Standards in Practice
and Standards Consensus series; see below, under “Professional Materials.”  

New StandardsTM Student Performance Standards
(Washington, DC: National Center on Education and the
Economy and University of Pittsburgh, 1997)  

The New Standards are designed to make national standards in the con-
tent areas operational by not only describing what students should know
and be able to do but also including numerous examples of student

Standards and
Frameworks
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work illustrating what meeting the standards looks like.  Each example
of student work is accompanied by an explanation of how the example
illustrates the relevant standard.  The New Standards volume for the mid-
dle grades includes standards in English language arts, mathematics, sci-
ence, and applied learning.  In each subject area, the New Standards per-
formance standards build on the content standards developed by the
national professional organizations.  In language arts, therefore, the New
Standards are consistent with the NCTE/IRA standards document
described above.  Also accompanying each grade-level volume is a video
illustrating student work for the “speaking and listening” standard.  The
developers of the New Standards have also developed a performance
assessment system linked to the standards and adopted by a number of
states and districts.

Available from:
National Center on Education and the Economy
P.O. Box 10391
Rochester, NY 14610
Phone:  (888) 882-9538 (Customer Service)
Website:  http://www.ncee.org

Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) 
CCSSO maintains a website with a link to each state’s department of
education where you can find the state standards for language arts as
well as links to local district information.  In collaboration with four
other state-based organizations, CCSSO has also developed the State
Education Improvement Partnership (SEIP), which offers a variety of
activities and services to states.  Among these are training in benchmark-
ing of standards and evaluative feedback regarding states’ efforts to
implement standards.  Information about SEIP can be found on the
CCSSO website.

For information, contact
Council of Chief State School Officers
One Massachusetts Avenue NW, Suite 700
Washington, DC 20001-1431
Phone:  (202) 408-5505
Website:  http://www.ccsso.org

National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE)
1111 W. Kenyon Road
Urbana, IL 61801-1096
Phone:  (800) 369-6283
Website:  http://www.ncte.org
The National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) is a membership
organization for teachers of English and language arts at all educational
levels.  NCTE has about 80,000 members and sponsors 120 regional,
state, and local affiliates.  NCTE publishes books about the theory and
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practice of English and language arts education and also produces a
number of journals and other publications.  Those of particular interest
to middle-grades educators include Voices from the Middle, which specifically
focuses on middle-grades concerns, and English Journal, which examines
how theory plays out in classroom practice.  NCTE holds four national
conventions and conferences annually offering teachers opportunities to
learn about new ideas and practices, meet colleagues from around the
country, and examine materials on display by publishers.  NCTE also
sponsors workshops and regional and local conferences, and supports
electronic communication among English language arts educators
through its website and mailing list (NCTE-talk).  

International Reading Association (IRA)
800 Barksdale Road
P. O. Box 8139
Newark, DE  19714-8139
Phone:  (302) 731-1600
Website:  http://www.reading.org 
IRA is a membership organization that works to improve the quality of
reading instruction through research on the teaching and learning of
reading, dissemination of reading research, and public advocacy.  IRA
has about 90,000 members and 1250 councils and 42 national affiliates.
IRA holds an annual convention and biennial world congresses as well as
a number of regional conferences, and it sponsors research seminars and
institutes.  The association also publishes books, videotapes, and elec-
tronic products, as well as five journals.  Its Journal of Adolescent & Adult
Literacy is directed at middle school, secondary, college, and adult educa-
tors.  Reading Online is an electronic journal for literacy educators at all
levels.  Reading Research Quarterly reports on reading theory and research.
IRA’s website includes “The Literacy Connection” which maintains links
to a variety of resources on reading and reading instruction.

National Middle School Association (NMSA)
4151 Executive Parkway, Suite 300
Westerville, OH 43081
Phone:  (800) 528-6672
Website:  http://www.nmsa.org
The National Middle School Association (NMSA) serves as a voice for
professionals, parents, and others interested in the educational and
developmental needs of young adolescents (10–15 years of age).  NMSA
has over 20,000 members in more than 50 countries, including teachers,
principals, parents, college faculty, central office administrators, educa-
tional consultants, and community leaders.  In addition, NMSA has state,
provincial, and international affiliates that work to provide middle-grades
support.  NMSA also has working committees and task forces that focus
on specific areas:  curriculum, professional preparation, publications,
research, rural and small schools, and urban issues.  



National Staff Development Council (NSDC)
P.O. Box 240
Oxford, OH  45056
Phone:  (513) 523-6029
Website:  http://www.nsdc.org/
The National Staff Development Council (NSDC) is a non-profit associa-
tion committed to ensuring success for all students through staff devel-
opment and school improvement.  The council believes that high-quality
staff development programs are key to improving learning in schools.  It
offers a number of publications and also sponsors projects, consultation
services, leadership councils, and training for staff developers.  The web-
site offers resources and links that middle-grades educators will find
helpful for planning professional development.

Center on English Learning & Achievement (CELA)
Website:  http://cela.albany.edu
CELA, a national research center funded primarily by the U.S.
Department of Education’s Office of Educational Research and
Improvement (OERI), is dedicated to improving the teaching and learning
of English and language arts.  CELA’s research seeks to discover what
elements of curriculum, instruction, and assessment are essential to
developing “high literacy” and how schools can best help students
achieve success.  CELA defines high literacy as “the ability to use language,
content, thinking, and conversation to make sense of, extend meanings
about, and communicate to others concerning one’s knowledge and
experience.”  The center provides information about what works, for
whom, and under what conditions to teachers, schools, and communities
so that they can choose the approaches that will work with their students.
CELA’s research is also designed to examine the tradeoffs (including
costs) involved in using different approaches to English achievement.
CELA’s website includes information about its current research, a
newsletter, access to research reports and other publications, a discussion
board, dates of upcoming presentations by its staff, and links to related
resources.

MiddleWeb: Exploring Middle School Reform
Website:  http://www.middleweb.com/
MiddleWeb describes itself as a website devoted to “exploring the chal-
lenges of middle school reform.”  Sponsored by the Edna McConnell
Clark Foundation, MiddleWeb offers extensive resources and information
of interest to any educator or parent of middle-grades students.  It
includes teacher and principal diaries, teacher interviews, and news
items (updated weekly) which link to articles in Education Week and news-
papers around the country.  An index allows the visitor to view journal
articles in categories such as Assessment and Evaluation, Curriculum and
Instruction, Standards-Based School Reform, Teacher Professional
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Development, and Student and School Life.  There is a search option to
find information within the site and links to other educational sites.  A
wealth of information on middle schools and school reform is accessible
at this site.  As of the fall of 2000, MiddleWeb is also launching a listserve
for middle-grades teachers who are “restless to improve.”  List members
include exemplary teachers in districts across the U.S., and the list fea-
tures regular guests, including experts in curriculum, professional
growth, and standards-based teaching, who converse with list members.
The Guiding Curriculum Decisions series can be downloaded from this site.

As described in Chapter 1, ongoing professional development is
crucial for successful implementation of a standards-based lan-
guage arts curriculum.  The National Staff Development Council’s
What Works in the Middle: Results-Based Staff Development, described
in the next section (“Professional Development Resources”), iden-
tifies several programs combining curriculum materials with pro-
fessional development support which have been shown by
research to be effective in improving student achievement.
Among the teachers interviewed for this guide were a number
who have used some of these materials and participated in the
professional development experiences.  Several of these teachers’
comments about the programs are included in this section. 

Junior Great Books
Great Books Foundation
35 Wacker Drive
Chicago, IL 60601-2298
Phone: (800) 222-5870
Website:  http://www.greatbooks.org
Grade Levels: K–12
Research shows that the Junior Great Books program, in existence since
1962, “improves students’ critical reading, literary analysis, and critical
thinking processes as a result of engaging in shared inquiry.”1 The
Junior Great Books “Shared Inquiry” method of reading and discussion
focuses on asking interpretive questions, the fundamental questions
about the meaning of a work that have no single correct answer.
Students become engaged in the text through the exploration of prob-
lems and issues raised in the literature.  Writing, from note taking to
essays, is an integral part of students’ engagement with and response to
the literature.
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Materials for grades 7 through 9 include a student anthology with 12
reading selections, including short stories and novellas, and a leader’s
guide which includes prereading questions, interpretive questions for
discussion, note-taking activities, suggested passages for textual analysis,
and post-discussion writing activities.  For grade 6, two anthologies are
available, each of which contains 12 reading selections.  There are also
student activity books for grade 6.  Reading selections are intentionally
limited in length to allow students to reread the text and work with it
closely for several days.

Implementing the Junior Great Books program requires that all participat-
ing staff attend a two-day Basic Leader Training Course provided by the
Great Books Foundation.  The training focuses on questioning and lis-
tening strategies that teachers can use to keep students engaged and
focused during discussions, and on techniques for meeting the needs of
students of different achievement levels.  Follow-up support and
advanced training are also available.

A young teacher who is just starting to use Junior Great Books with
his sixth graders observed, “The kids enjoy it.  The stories are chal-
lenging.  The kids have to delve into the story and figure out what
the author is trying to convey.  I was surprised by some kids who usu-
ally aren’t very talkative.  They come out with powerful ideas.  They
build off what each other says, give each other ideas.  They learn that
they can’t just give an answer and not really back it up.  They learn to
go back into the text.  But for me it’s difficult because I’m thinking
something and I see that the kids are almost there and I want to kind
of push them that way, but I can’t.  That’s what I learned in the work-
shop.  You have to let them get it on their own.  And they do
because they help one another out.  Someone will say something and
it will shoot off an idea in another person’s head and they will throw
it out to the group.”

Reading for Real
Developmental Studies Center
2000 Embarcadero, Suite 305
Oakland, CA  94606-5300
Phone: (510) 533-0213
Website:  http://www.devstu.org
Grade Levels: 4–8
Reading for Real offers complete, age-appropriate, multicultural books
along with individual teaching guides for each book.  A separate pro-
gram manual for all grade levels suggests ways to implement the pro-
gram, facilitate discussions and activities, ask provocative questions, and
provide useful feedback to students.  The selected books include classic
and contemporary novels, biographies and autobiographies, historical
narratives, short stories, and poetry.  For each grade level, the series
includes teacher’s guides for 18 to 23 books, including one nonfiction
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book.  Titles of some of the seventh-grade books include Roll of Thunder,
Hear My Cry; Aliens in the Family; The Endless Steppe; I Am an American; and
The Giver.  Students are assured access to each text, as half of the books
are read aloud by the teacher and the other half are intended to be read
in collaboration with student partners. 

Reading for Real’s structure and the professional development provided
by the Developmental Studies Center help teachers learn to facilitate
substantive and engaging book discussions in which students listen to
each other and have the opportunity to express their ideas.  This pro-
gram is designed to encourage students to explore in depth themes and
issues presented in the literature.  Through oral language, reading, and
writing, students share and further develop their thinking.

One teacher who uses Reading for Real reported, “I know there is
reading going on.  I know there is discussion going on because the
prompts in the books’ ‘partner pages’ are so good that kids have to
stop and talk, and they have to fill in a chart or express their own
opinion.  The kids really delve into what’s going on and try to figure
out why things are happening.  So they’re a lot more involved, and I’m
not lecturing at them.  This program really changed the way I teach.”

Touchstones for Middle Schools
The Touchstones Discussion Project
48 West Street, Suite 104
Annapolis, MD 21401 
Phone: (410) 263-2121
Website:  http://www.touchstones.org/
Grade Levels:  6–8 
Three senior faculty members of St. John’s College in Annapolis,
Maryland, developed Touchstones, a program designed to teach students
the art of discussion with their peers.  The program aims to teach stu-
dents “to work cooperatively, to listen with respect and accuracy, to base
decisions on available evidence, to teach themselves, to help others
learn, and to devise problem-solving strategies.”  Over 250,000 students,
ranging from elementary school students to senior citizens, have partici-
pated in Touchstones discussions. 

The program requires one class period per week in which students sit in
a circle with a teacher leader and discuss a brief, non-contemporary,
multicultural text which might be anything from a Hopi Indian tale to
an excerpt from Plato’s Symposium.  Each of the three middle-grades vol-
umes contains 30 multicultural classics, each of which is a tool to con-
nect academic topics to students’ experiences.  All students have access
to the text because the leader reads it aloud.  The students respond to a
handout that initially encourages them to make connections between
the text and their own experience.  They then meet in small groups to
compare their responses.  Finally, they return to the whole group to discuss
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their opinions and suggestions.  The texts are intended to “display the
ideas of one thoughtful human being to which students compare their
own.”  The program’s developers note that if the text is given too much
prominence in the beginning, the higher-performing students will domi-
nate the class and hinder the development of effective discussion groups.
Once the discussion format has been established and all students’ contri-
butions are validated, the group is able to focus more directly on analyz-
ing and interpreting the texts.  Experience has shown this program to be
an effective way to encourage students of diverse backgrounds to talk to
one another and, over time, to develop mutual respect. 

Teachers conduct the classes with highly detailed guides for leading the
discussions.  The leader’s role is to be aware of the class dynamics and
carefully judge whether and how to intervene to encourage students to
refer to the text or to clarify their thinking.  Teacher professional devel-
opment, while helpful and available from the Touchstones Discussion
Project, is not required, since the teacher guides are comprehensive.
School systems may also rent or purchase a five-hour videotape to assist
teachers.  Support via the Internet is also available.  Some teacher lead-
ers in schools meet regularly to help each other as they develop manage-
ment skills and share information on their students’ progress.

6+1 TRAITSTM of Writing
Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory (NWREL)
101 SW Main Street, Suite 500
Portland, OR 97204
Phone: (503) 275-9500
Website:  http:// www.nwrel.org/eval/writing
Grade Levels:  K–12
The 6+1 TRAITS program is based on the premise that once both teach-
ers and students learn the fundamental characteristics of good writing,
they can assess and improve their own writing.  The six traits of good
writing that the program identifies are ideas, organization, voice, word
choice, sentence fluency, and conventions.  The “+1” trait is presenta-
tion:  handwriting, formatting, and layout.  The program provides
instructional strategies and materials to teach students the attributes of
each trait and uses student writing and published materials as models of
both strong and weak writing.  It employs assessment tools, including
rubrics (scoring guides) and portfolios, to guide students in revising
their written work.  6+1 TRAITS is designed so that teachers can use it to
strengthen their teaching without supplanting their current curriculum
materials.  Research shows that student writing improves when students
receive instruction in the six traits.  

With teachers using rubrics and portfolios to evaluate student growth in
writing, 6+1 TRAITS offers a helpful structure and language for teaching
and evaluating student writing.  Introductory institutes and a “training of
trainers” workshop are available.  School districts can also arrange for
one or two days of on-site professional development for teachers.  The
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book Creating Writers: Linking Assessment and Writing Instruction (White
Plains, NY: Longman, 1990) by Vicki Spandel and Richard J. Stiggins,
two of the originators of the model, also describes six-trait-based instruction
and assessment.

One of a group of middle school teachers who are developing a
resource library of picture books to illustrate the traits explained, “I
believe the best way to help students understand and recognize the
traits in their writing and in other people’s writing is to use picture
books.  We now have about 120 picture books that are used as
examples in the trait writing, in the scoring and assessing.  In our
English department meetings, one teacher will share the trait she is
emphasizing right now in the classroom and the picture books she has
used.  She will bring in her students’ writing for the teachers to assess
student progress in the trait.” 

National Writing Project
The National Writing Project (NWP) is a professional development
model with the goal of improving writing and learning in the nation’s
schools.  Built upon the model of “teachers teaching teachers,” the pro-
gram begins with invitations to exemplary teachers of all grade levels
and disciplines to attend a five-week summer institute that focuses on
studying and teaching writing.  Teachers who attend the summer insti-
tute learn to offer professional development in the form of multiple
workshops in their own schools and communities during the school year.

The program began in 1974 as the Bay Area Writing Project at the
University of California, Berkeley.  It currently has over 11,000 teacher
leaders at 150 sites in 48 states.  Each NWP site works in partnership
with a local university.  NWP sites offer a variety of professional develop-
ment programs tailored to the local needs of teachers and students.  A
core premise of the program since its inception has been that teachers
of writing must be writers and experience what they ask (or should ask)
of their own students, which is to write and share drafts with their
peers.  Teacher leaders are encouraged to continue participating in the
editing/response groups they join at the institute.  Another essential ele-
ment of the program involves introducing teachers to the research and
literature in the field of writing, thus bridging the gap that often exists
between research and practice.

For more information, contact
National Writing Project
University of California, Berkeley
5511 Tolman Hall #1042
Berkeley, CA  94720-1042
Phone:  (510) 642-0963
Website:  http://nwp.berkeley.edu
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The impact of the National Writing Project on teachers can be pro-
found, as one middle school teacher reported:  “The National Writing
Project has had the greatest impact on how I shape my classroom and
how I address student learning.”  This teacher stressed the importance
of bringing writing and literature into the content areas to help her
rural students make personal connections to the content.  Noting that
her students have markedly increased their scores in state reading and
language arts performance assessments since she became involved in
the National Writing Project, she said, “I know that professional
development is such a key element.  It takes a different type of in-
depth experience to teach teachers to begin to use literature and writ-
ing across the curriculum than it does to just get them to use a journal.”

Joellen Killion, What Works in the Middle: Results-Based
Staff Development (Oxford, Ohio: National Staff
Development Council, 1999)

This guide provides information and resources to aid in the selection,
design, and evaluation of staff development programs in language arts,
mathematics, science, social studies, and interdisciplinary studies.  The
premise of the guide is that the strong link between teacher learning
and student achievement argues for professional development that will
help teachers deepen their content area expertise and develop the
instructional approaches that allow them to teach content effectively.
The book is designed to provide guidance for implementing successful
professional development in middle schools.  It reviews 26 professional
development programs that have demonstrated effects on student
learning; seven of these are programs with language arts as a focus.

Available from:
National Staff Development Council
P.O. Box 240
Oxford, OH  45056
Phone:  (513) 523-6029 
Website:  http://www.nsdc.org

The major publishers of language arts materials offer secondary
literature series, usually spanning grades 6 through 12.  Many of
the teachers interviewed for this guide use one or another of the
series and find them useful resources, particularly because of the
variety of selections they offer and their thematic focus.  Several
teachers also noted that these volumes save them work in integrat-
ing the different aspects of their language arts program.  (In
some districts, teachers are required to use one of these texts.)
Other teachers prefer to select literature and construct their
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curricula around themes that link more directly to their students’
interests and needs.  

Selections in these series include historical and contemporary
works, works from a variety of cultures, and a range of genres.
The volumes in these series also offer suggestions for teaching
reading strategies, keeping reading logs or journals, writing and
conducting writer’s workshops, teaching vocabulary and grammar,
and preparing students for assessments.  They generally include
suggestions for using the Internet and other technology
resources.  The publishers of these series also offer supplementary
materials, including audio versions of the literature selections,
videotaped performances of some selections, and various elec-
tronic resources.  Some materials are available in Spanish as well
as English.

Because these series tend to be so similar, this section does not
attempt to describe each of them in detail.  We offer some high-
lights and encourage you to contact the publishers, examine the
books, and think carefully about whether and how these books
can help you and your students meet the goals of your language
arts program.  

Pegasus
Kendall/Hunt Publishing Company
4050 Westman Drive
P.O. Box 1840
Dubuque, IA 52004-1840
Phone: (800) KH-BOOKS  
Website:  http://www.kendallhunt.com
Grade Levels:  K–6
Pegasus offers a series of theme-based literature units (nine at each grade
level), each of which is based upon a complete book.  A teacher’s guide
containing detailed instructional plans and materials accompanies each
book.  Each unit is intended to be taught over a three- to four-week
period. Although Pegasus is primarily an elementary program, middle-
grades teachers use the sixth-grade book.  Its titles include Dragonwings,
Summer of the Monkeys, and Number the Stars. An accompanying hardcover
anthology for each grade level includes theme-related short stories,
poetry, and nonfiction.  A teacher’s resource book contains the scope
and sequence, daily language activities, a curriculum and skills matrix,
and a classroom assessment checklist.  A teacher’s implementation guide
includes strategies for teaching comprehension, writing, and discussion.
All of the teacher materials contain numerous models of student work. 

Students can read theme-related books listed in each guide’s annotated
bibliography and self-selected books during independent reading time.
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A daily writing workshop ensures that students write on a daily basis and
that writing assignments are related to the literature.  Pegasus also makes
connections across the curriculum, with an emphasis on literature, sci-
ence, health, geography, social science/current events, and history.  The
program can be taught in 60-minute periods, but the implementation
guide also offers suggestions about how to integrate it with other con-
tent areas in longer blocks of time. 

A sixth-grade teacher who has used Pegasus for five years explained
why her school chose this program:  “It links directly to our state cur-
riculum.  It uses rich literature instead of only parts of a story.  It has a
tight scope and sequence that provides continuity across the grades.
It gives you the structure, yet it allows for freedom as well.  And it
was written by teachers.  The program has books and topics about
which you can feel passionate.  It also links to other things that we
have to teach.  Many of the novels have a direct correlation to social
studies and to science.  So it allows you to teach smarter not harder.
Students are talking about the literature—the characters, opinions,
issues—in groups, they’re writing about it, and simultaneously they’re
preparing for the state writing test.”

Glencoe Literature Program
Glencoe/McGraw-Hill
Customer Service Department
P.O. Box 544
Blacklick, OH 43004-0544
Phone: (800) 334-7344
Website:  http://lit.glencoe.com
Grade Levels:  6–12
Each grade-level volume is organized around a series of themes.  For sev-
enth grade, for example, themes include “What I Am, What I Want to
Be,” “Winds of Change,” “Facing Challenge,” and “Where the Heart Is.”
Selections include short stories, nonfiction, poetry, drama, myths, leg-
ends, folktales, songs, comic strips, scripts, and advertisements.  Particular
genres are highlighted at each level, and the books also feature “Media
Connections” (e.g., newspaper and magazine articles, websites, comics),
comparisons of some reading selections, active reading strategies tied to
particular genres, interdisciplinary connections, and guidelines for writ-
ing workshops on particular genres.  Skills instruction addresses grammar;
listening, speaking, and viewing; reading and thinking skills; technology
skills; vocabulary; and writing skills.  The books also offer a variety of
assessment resources, including “selection quick checks” to assess com-
prehension; comprehensive tests for each selection and theme; perform-
ance assessment tasks with accompanying rubrics; student models and
assessment rubrics for each writing workshop activity; forms, checklists,
and tips for managing portfolios; and standardized test practice at the
end of each theme.  
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Teacher resources include planning guides and information about block
scheduling, inclusion strategies, and literature groups; transparencies; a
variety of skills lessons and activities; assessment materials; a sourcebook
for English language learners; and a collection of Spanish resources.  An
audio library is also available in Spanish as well as English.

Elements of Literature
Holt, Rinehart and Winston
1120 S. Capital of Texas Highway
Austin, TX  78746-6487
Phone:  (512) 314-6500
Website:  http://www.hrw.com
Grade Levels:  6–12
Grades 6, 7, and 8 in this series are organized into thematic
“Collections” and include a variety of genres and a mix of historical and
contemporary works.  Themes for grade 7 include, for example, “Out
Here On My Own: Facing Challenges,” “Who Am I?: A Rose By Any
Other Name Might Be a Daisy,” “Do the Right Thing: Making Difficult
Choices,” and “We Rookies Have to Stick Together: Buddies Forever.”
Features include a “Before You Read” section to prepare and motivate
students to read the selections, “Meet the Writer” sections, and related
selections (including magazine articles, letters, and poems) that link to
the ideas and themes in the main selections.  Among the additional fea-
tures are reading skills and strategies, “Quickwrite” prereading exercises,
questions to encourage personal and critical response, cross-curricular
activities, and “Reading for Life” and “Learning for Life” sections intended
to help students build practical reading, communication, and thinking
skills.  Also included are guidelines for the writing process, writing port-
folios, writing workshops, and language skills practice (vocabulary, grammar,
mechanics, and usage).  Assessment resources include tests on individual
selections, tests on literary elements, a portfolio management system
with rubrics for writing assignments, and standardized test practice.

The program offers an audio CD library with nearly all reading selec-
tions; videos with author biographies and interviews, historical informa-
tion, and other resources (with English and Spanish soundtracks); and
language workshop and writer’s workshop interactive multimedia CD-
ROMs.  Teacher resources include planning software, lesson plans with
strategies for English language learners, guidelines for managing portfo-
lios and other assessments, and transparencies.

The Language of Literature
McDougal Littell
Customer Service Center
1900 S. Batavia
Geneva, IL  60134
Phone:  (800) 323-5435
Website:  http://www.mcdougallittell.com
Grade Levels: 6–12
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This series includes a variety of literature selections intended to be of
interest to middle-grades students and to represent a variety of cultures.
Each book is organized into a series of thematic units.  In the grade 7
volume, for example, themes include “Learning from Experience,”
“Relationships,” “Flights of Imagination,” and “Nothing Stays the Same.”
Genres include short stories, poetry, narrative nonfiction, essays, autobi-
ography, memoir, biography, drama, magazine and newspaper articles,
Internet articles, fables, folktales, myths, oral parables, oral history, inter-
views, songs, and instructions.  Each unit is in two parts, and each part
focuses on active reading strategies for a particular genre.  “Literary
Links” provides additional, related literary selections; “Real World Links”
provides magazine articles or other theme-related nonfiction selections
as well as relevant research skills.  Additional features include connections
to other curriculum areas, vocabulary and grammar skills, guidelines for
writing workshops on particular genres, author studies, suggested read-
ings at the end of each unit for extending learning, and cross-cultural
connections.  Assessment resources include tests on individual selections,
standardized test practice, writing prompts with scoring rubrics, guidelines
for portfolio assessment, and other suggestions for integrating assessment
into literacy activities.

The program offers an audio library, videotaped versions of some selec-
tions, and a variety of other electronic resources (CD-ROM, videodisc,
website).  Teacher resources also include an organizational guide for
each grade level, unit resource books, lesson plans, a sourcebook for
English language learners, a Spanish study guide, a guide to assessment,
and transparencies.

Prentice Hall Literature
Prentice Hall
4350 Equity Drive
P.O. Box 2649
Columbus, OH 43216-2649
Phone: (800) 848-9500 
Website:  http://www.phschool.com
Grade Levels:  7–12
Each grade level volume in this series (Grade 6, Copper; Grade 7,
Bronze; Grade 8, Silver) organizes its selections by genre:  short story,
drama, nonfiction (e.g., biography, letters, essays, articles from the
media), poetry, the oral or folk tradition (e.g., fables, folktales, trickster
tales, myths), and the novel (including a complete novel).  Each selection
begins with a “Guide to Reading” which includes background information,
an author biography, a literary concept to focus on, and a vocabulary
list.  Most selections also conclude with a “Reading and Responding”
section which focuses on literary elements of the text.  Also included are
reading strategies intended to foster comprehension and critical response
to the selections.  Other sections encompass the writing process, specific
reading skills (e.g., making inferences, comparing and contrasting), and
extension activities designed to integrate the language arts.  Each volume
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includes three brief handbooks:  one each on the writing process,
grammar and revising strategies, and literary terms and techniques.
Assessment resources include a variety of tests on selections and entire
units, including comprehension items, essay questions, and reader
response questions; guidelines for evaluating student writing; models of
strong and weak student writing, and standardized test preparation
materials.  

The program also offers multimedia resources, including CD-ROMs,
audiocassettes of the student book, “Interest Grabber” and other video-
tapes, English and Spanish summaries, and Spanish readings on audio
CD.  Teacher resources include an assessment guide, reading process
guide, and guide to speaking, listening, viewing, and representing; class-
room tips from “master teachers”; art, music, and humanities connections;
transparencies; a variety of skills lessons and activities; assessment
materials; and additional Spanish support resources. 

Write Source 2000: A Guide to Writing, Thinking and Learning
Great Source Education Group, Houghton Mifflin
P.O. Box 7050
Wilmington, MA  01887
Phone:  (800) 289-4490
Website:  www.greatsource.com
Grade Levels:  6–8
Write Source 2000 is a resource handbook that stresses the fundamental
principles of writing.  It covers the writing process, forms of writing, and
writing mechanics, and also includes research tips.  Visually appealing to
middle-grades students, the handbook includes many models of student
writing and is a useful reference and guide.  Several of the teachers
interviewed for this guide recommended Write Source 2000. Great
Source also offers the Write Source 2000 Language Program which includes
a program guide in a binder with daily lesson plans for teachers and a
student skills book. 

Accelerated Reader
Advantage Learning Systems
P.O. Box 8036
Wisconsin Rapids, WI  54495
Phone:  (888) 656-2931
Website:  http://www.advlearn.com
Grade Level:  PreK–12
Accelerated Reader is a computerized learning information system that
assesses students’ reading comprehension of selected books and tracks
student performance via multiple-choice quizzes that students take after
reading a book.  Described as a technology-based literacy program, it
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aims to promote reading and thereby improve student achievement.
Advantage Learning Systems has developed computerized quizzes for
over 19,000 books, all of them rated by reading level.  The software cre-
ates individualized student progress reports.  Also available is the STAR
reading test and database, which allows for a quick assessment of stu-
dents’ reading level.  STAR identifies the range of difficulty in which a
student is challenged yet able to succeed without frustration.

Advantage Learning Systems offers different packages to schools, rang-
ing from basic starter kits to more comprehensive kits, depending on
the number of quizzes purchased and the amount of technical support
provided.  Books are purchased separately.  The company also offers
seminars to help teachers learn to use the program. 

More than 40 percent of schools in Texas use Accelerated Reader.
Among the teachers we interviewed for this guide, several Texas
teachers who use the program reported that their students were read-
ing more, especially since they allotted class time for using the program.
One teacher, whose school required the use of Accelerated Reader for
at least one six-week block during the school year, observed that
“one of the best things for the kids is they read a book, they take a
test, and because they are reading on their own level, they’re success-
ful.  That builds their confidence and desire to read more.  This is just
one piece of our language arts program and it’s no substitute for a
challenging, integrated curriculum.  But it is effective in what it does.”

Scholastic Reading Counts!TM Software System
Scholastic, Inc.
2931 East McCarty Street
Jefferson City, MO 65101
Phone: (800) 724-6527
(877) 268-6871 (for a catalog)
Website:  http://www.scholastic.com
Grade Levels:  K–12
This software product provides a database of books at a range of reading
levels along with quizzes based on the books.  For each grade level,
Scholastic Reading Counts! offers collections of quizzes on books that are
related by theme, genre, topic, reading level, author, or other category.
Each collection contains quizzes for 30 titles.  The software also allows
teachers to create their own quiz collections (from a database of 15,000
titles) and provides management tools for selecting reading material,
monitoring student progress in various reporting formats, and customiz-
ing the program.  Students can also monitor their own progress.
Scholastic offers a variety of packages, ranging from a starter pack to more
comprehensive collections, differing in the number of quiz collections
and amount of technical support provided.  Books are purchased sepa-
rately.  Beginning in the fall of 2000, Scholastic is offering professional
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development seminars for teachers, school librarians, media specialists,
and others interested in building independent reading programs.

Many of the teachers interviewed for this guide mentioned that
one or more of the books listed in this section had strongly influ-
enced their thinking and practice.  These books provide both the-
oretical and practical guidance for literacy educators, drawing on
a growing research base about how middle-grades students
become thoughtful and engaged readers, effective communicators,
and analytic and critical thinkers.  

A number of the resources described in this section are available
from four publishers:  The Association for Supervision and
Curriculum Development (ASCD), Heinemann (or Heinemann-
Boynton/Cook), the National Council of Teachers of English
(NCTE), and Stenhouse.  Contact information for these four is
provided at the end of this section; contact information for other
resources is listed with the individual resources.  Books are listed
alphabetically by author.

Applebee, Arthur N., Curriculum as Conversation:
Transforming Traditions of Teaching and Learning
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996)

Applebee contrasts the traditional view of curriculum in which students
are taught the accumulated knowledge of the past with a view of curricu-
lum as giving students the tools to participate in ongoing conversations
about important ideas.  The challenge for curriculum development is to
create contexts for students to engage in conversations within the
domains of discourse that characterize various disciplines, and the chal-
lenge for instruction is to help students learn to participate in these con-
versations.  Throughout the book, Applebee both locates his argument
within historical trends in curriculum and provides concrete examples of
how teachers can transform the secondary English curriculum into a
vital conversation.

Available from:
The University of Chicago Press
5801 South Ellis
Chicago, IL 60637
(773) 702-7700
http://www.press.uchicago.edu

Allen, Janet, It’s Never Too Late: Leading Adolescents to
Lifelong Literacy (Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1995)

Allen describes her own experiences teaching “at-risk” adolescents and
uses case studies to describe strategies for teaching reading and writing

Professional
Materials
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to struggling middle and high school students.  She addresses such chal-
lenges as building a classroom environment to support strategic learning,
being creative in finding resources when funding is scarce, and dealing
with resistant and disruptive students.  The book’s appendices include
examples of assessment prompts and other tools Allen has developed.

Allen, Janet, and Kyle Gonzalez, There’s Room for Me Here:
Literacy Workshop in the Middle School (York, ME:
Stenhouse, 1998)

Allen and Gonzalez describe in detail a literacy workshop approach that
incorporates a wide variety of strategies designed to individualize instruc-
tion.  They focus on the experience of new teacher Gonzalez’s Florida
middle school students who struggle with reading and writing.  The
book includes detailed information about classroom layout and daily
schedules; using “read-alouds” and shared, guided, and independent
reading; creating a balanced writing program; and helping students set
goals and evaluate their own progress.  The authors provide photo-
graphs, examples of students’ work, record-keeping forms, samples of
graphic organizers, and lists of suggested books for independent and
shared reading. 

Atwell, Nancie, In the Middle: New Understandings About
Writing, Reading, and Learning, Second Edition
(Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann-Boynton/Cook, 1998)

This volume is a significantly revised and expanded version of Atwell’s
influential 1987 book which introduced the literacy workshop approach
to middle-grades language arts teachers.  In the new edition, Atwell con-
tinues to urge teachers to create curriculum with their students, but she
also offers ways for teachers to intervene more directly to establish pro-
cedures for writing workshops, teach conventions, analyze and respond
to literature, and introduce different genres.  The book includes lists of
mini-lessons with examples of how Atwell teaches them, guidelines for
record keeping, and forms for tracking individual students’ spelling,
skills, homework, writing, and reading.

Beane, James (Ed.), Toward a Coherent Curriculum: 1995
Yearbook of the Association for Supervision and
Curriculum Development (Alexandria, VA: Association for
Supervision and Curriculum Development, 1995)

This volume focuses on ways that educators are trying to make the cur-
riculum, both within and across subject areas, more coherent.  In his
introduction, Beane contends that for students, trying to make sense of
the disconnected information and skills that constitute the school cur-
riculum can be as frustrating and pointless as trying to put together a jig-
saw puzzle without having the whole picture in front of you.  He defines
a coherent curriculum as one “that makes sense as a whole; and its parts,
whatever they are, are unified and connected by that sense of the
whole.”  Achieving such coherence, he argues, requires connections not
only among the various components of students’ experiences in school,
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but also connections between those experiences and students’ lives
outside of school.  “When the curriculum offers a sense of purpose,
unity, relevance, and pertinence . . . young people are more likely to
integrate educational experiences into their schemes of meaning, which
in turn broadens and deepens their understanding of themselves and
the world.”  The book is divided into three sections.  The first raises
questions about and suggests some possible features of a coherent cur-
riculum.  The second section describes a number of approaches to creat-
ing coherence, drawing on both theory and examples of practice, and
considers coherence within, across, and beyond the disciplines.  This
section addresses such issues as curriculum organization, use of themes,
and assessment.  The third section offers commentaries on the
approaches described in the previous section.

Calkins, Lucy McCormick, The Art of Teaching Writing, New
Edition (Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1994)

The first edition of this book, published in 1986, introduced many
teachers to the writing workshop and the idea that the best writing is on
topics students initiate and care about.  In the new edition, Calkins
describes how her ideas about teaching writing have developed in the
interim, responds to questions that teachers have asked her about how
to make writing workshops work in their classrooms, and, in a chapter
on creating mini-lessons, advises teachers not to be “afraid to teach.”
Calkins traces how writing develops starting in the early grades, but
includes a chapter on “Teaching Adolescents.”  The new edition also
contains chapters on assessment, thematic studies, nonfiction writing,
and home-school connections.

Daniels, Harvey, Literature Circles: Voice and Choice in the
Student-Centered Classroom (York, ME: Stenhouse, 1994) 

Daniels focuses on ways to make student-led discussion groups work in
the classroom.  Literature circles offer a means for teachers to encour-
age independent reading, drawing on methods used in collaborative
learning, including assigning students responsibility for particular roles.
Based on the experiences of 22 teachers from kindergarten through col-
lege, Daniels offers practical guidance on getting literature circles start-
ed and managing them over time. 

Delpit, Lisa D., Other People’s Children: Cultural Conflict in
the Classroom (New York: The New Press, 1995) 

This book collects nine of Delpit’s essays and book chapters on various
aspects of cultural diversity in education.  Delpit argues that many of the
academic problems encountered by children of color result from mis-
communication as schools steeped in the dominant culture struggle with
the inequality and imbalance of power in our society.  Two of the pieces
included in the book are “Skills and Other Dilemmas of a Black
Educator” and “The Silenced Dialogue,” which prompted a great deal of
debate among literacy educators when they were originally published in
the late 1980s.  In these papers, Delpit offers a critique of writing
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process pedagogy and voices minority educators’ concerns that their
voices are not heard in the dialogue about literacy instruction.  She con-
tends that, while all students benefit from writing for real purposes and
audiences, students who do not come to school experienced in the lan-
guage of the dominant culture benefit from explicit instruction in its
conventions.

Available from:
The New Press
450 West 41st Street, 6th Floor
New York, NY 10036
(800) 233-4830
http:// www.thenewpress.com

Graves, Donald H., A Fresh Look at Writing (Portsmouth,
NH: Heinemann, 1994) and Bring Life into Learning:
Create a Lasting Literacy (Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann,
1999) 

Graves’s pathbreaking 1983 book Writing: Teachers and Children at Work
introduced many teachers to the concept of the writing process and
influenced many of the other authors whose works are included in this
list of resources.  In A Fresh Look at Writing, Graves expands his ideas for
creating lifelong writers and learners.  He considers portfolios, record
keeping, the teaching of conventions, spelling, and writing in a variety of
genres.  In the more recent work Bring Life into Learning, Graves argues
that the human aspect of various disciplines should become the focus of
learning.  Each chapter suggests “Actions” that illustrate how teachers
can do this as they teach essential knowledge and skills in social studies,
science, and the arts. 

Keene, Ellin Oliver, and Susan Zimmermann, Mosaic of
Thought: Teaching Comprehension in a Reader’s
Workshop (Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1997)

Keene and Zimmermann consider how teachers can help students who
struggle with reading to learn the strategies proficient readers use and
thereby become more independent, flexible, and motivated readers.
The authors advocate explicit instruction in these strategies within a
literature-rich classroom.  Strategies they advocate include connecting
with students’ existing knowledge, focusing on sensory images, asking
questions, drawing inferences, and identifying what’s important.  The
book draws on the authors’ and other teachers’ experience as both
readers and teachers.  

Langer, Judith, Beating the Odds: Teaching Middle and High
School Students to Read and Write Well (Albany: Center
for English Learning and Achievement, State University
of New York at Albany, 1999)

Langer reports on the first three years of a five-year study designed to
identify features of English instruction that distinguish secondary schools
in which students are performing at higher levels than comparable schools
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on statewide “high-stakes” tests.  She identifies six characteristics of the
language arts programs in these “beat the odds” schools which work
together to increase students’ achievement:  (1) balanced use of direct
instruction of isolated skills, “simulated” instruction in which students
apply concepts and skills in structured exercises, and “integrated”
instruction in which students use skills and knowledge in the context of
a “large and purposeful activity”; (2) integration of test preparation into
ongoing learning; (3) explicit connections of knowledge, skills, and
ideas across lessons, classes, and grades, as well as between in-school and
out-of-school applications; (4) teaching students strategies for thinking
about (planning, organizing, or reflecting on content or an activity) as
well as carrying out activities; (5) moving beyond achievement of imme-
diate learning goals to deeper understanding and student-generated
ideas; (6) treatment of literacy learning as a social activity, with groups of
students engaged in substantive discussion of ideas from multiple per-
spectives.  Langer notes that these six features work together to help
students achieve what she calls “higher literacy”:  “the ability to use lan-
guage, content, and reasoning in ways that are appropriate for particular
situations and disciplines.”

Available from:
Center on English Learning & Achievement
School of Education
State University of New York at Albany
1400 Washington Avenue
Albany, NY 12222
(518) 442-5026
http://cela.albany.edu 

National Council of Teachers of English, Teaching Literature
in Middle School: Fiction and Motivating Writing in
Middle School (Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers
of English, 1996) 

These two volumes, both part of NCTE’s Standards Consensus Series, are
collections of brief teaching ideas designed to provide language arts
teachers with suggestions for aligning their teaching practices with local,
state, and national standards.  These volumes contain useful and creative
suggestions, ranging from using dialogue journals and mini-lessons to
teach about literary elements to engaging students in recommending
multicultural literature to their peers; from activities to encourage writing
fluency to teaching specific revision strategies.  These ideas serve as illus-
trations of particular practices rather than as a blueprint for constructing
a coherent curriculum.

Rief, Linda, Seeking Diversity: Language Arts with
Adolescents (Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1992)

Rief traces an academic year in her eighth-grade New Hampshire class-
room, showing how she and her students read, write, think, question,
and explore experiences and ideas.  Rief includes many practical suggestions
and samples of students’ work at various stages.  She talks about organizing
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the classroom, using life experiences and literature to engage students
in meaningful writing and reading, assessment methods that focus on
process as well as product and encourage self-evaluation, assembling
portfolios, and integrating art into literacy learning.  Appendices include
a booklist and sample handouts for students and parents.

Rief, Linda, Vision and Voice: Extending the Literacy
Spectrum (Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1998)

This volume extends the ideas about using the arts in teaching literacy
that Rief introduced in her earlier volume, encouraging teachers to
expand their ideas of literacy to include the visual and oral arts.  The
book focuses on two large-scale student research projects, one on the
environment of the rain forest and the other on the textile mills of the
Industrial Revolution.  In addition to a number of brief vignettes that
provide practical suggestions for including the visual and oral arts in the
language arts classroom, the book includes a companion CD-ROM with
color photographs and the voices of students. 

Short, Kathy G., and Carolyn Burke, Creating Curriculum:
Teachers and Students as a Community of Learners
(Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1991)

In this brief (72-page) volume, Short and Burke encourage teachers to
rethink curriculum not as the content prescribed by textbooks, as dis-
trict scope and sequence, or as a collection of unconnected activities,
but as a shared process that teachers and students negotiate, developing
and implementing the curriculum collaboratively.  This notion of cur-
riculum focuses on inquiry and the search for questions that matter to
learners, and on ongoing reflection about the learning process as well as
its content.  The authors do not contend that input from curriculum
developers, administrators, and other experts outside the classroom
should be ignored, but that both teachers and students should examine
it thoughtfully and critically.  

Tchudi, Stephen, Planning and Assessing the Curriculum in
English Language Arts (Alexandria, VA: Association for
Supervision and Curriculum Development, 1991)

Tchudi focuses on the philosophical and practical issues in English lan-
guage arts curriculum development.  The book is in three parts:  Part
One provides a historical overview of the evolution of language arts pro-
grams and notes the promising features of recent trends in the field.
Part Two traces the development of examples of successful programs.
Part Three offers guidelines for curriculum development.

Tchudi, Stephen N., and Susan J. Tchudi, The English/Language
Arts Handbook: Classroom Strategies for Teachers
(Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann-Boynton/Cook, 1991)

The authors argue that the most important change in English teaching
over the past several decades has been a shift from an “atheoretical”
collection of content and instructional practices to a “deepening body of
knowledge accurately describing how people go about mastering language.”
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The book offers both a theory of language and language learning and
practical examples of how to apply that theory in the classroom.  The first
part of the book focuses on planning and setting goals, and the next three
parts offer ideas for teaching literature and reading, oral and written
composition, and language.  The final chapter discusses teaching as a
profession.

Wheelock, Anne, Safe to be Smart: Building a Culture for
Standards-Based Reform in the Middle Grades (Columbus,
OH: National Middle School Association, 1998)

Wheelock argues that in order to achieve high standards schools must
change the way they operate as well as the content of their curricula.
Schools committed to standards-based reforms create cultures that sup-
port the beliefs that (1) every student can think well and understand
deeply (i.e., “become smart”), and (2) the school and its teachers are
responsible for enabling students to learn in a way that develops deep
understanding.  Wheelock draws from many schools and classrooms to
illustrate the kinds of practices that follow from these beliefs.  These
practices include making expectations clear and explicit to students; a
focus on student work, supported by good teaching and challenging cur-
riculum; building relationships with students that foster motivation,
effort, and investment in schoolwork; and development of professional
communities of teachers that focus on achieving high expectations for
all students.

Available from:
National Middle School Association
4151 Executive Parkway, Suite 300
Westerville, OH 43081
(800) 528-6672
http://www.nmsa.org

Wilhelm, Jeffrey D., Standards in Practice, Grades 6–8 Series
(Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English,
1996)

A companion to the Standards for the English Language Arts developed by
NCTE and IRA, this book is a narrative account of how the teachers and
students in one middle school worked together to craft a curriculum
that uses the standards as the basis for literacy learning.  The book high-
lights strategies that students use to reflect on their own learning, as well
as their use of hypermedia to design their own learning activities.
Included are samples of teacher handouts and student work, as well as
lists of resources.  Wilhelm also identifies particular standards addressed
by various components of the curriculum.  

Wilhelm, Jeffrey D., “You Gotta BE the Book”: Teaching
Engaged and Reflective Reading with Adolescents (New
York: Teachers College Press, 1997)

Using three case studies of seventh-grade readers drawn from his own
teaching experience, Wilhelm shows how use of drama and art can

108 Chapter 3/Annotated Resources
©2000 Education Development Center, Inc.



enable previously unsuccessful and unmotivated middle-grades students
to become eager and passionate readers.  Wilhelm considers what is
rewarding and engaging about reading to students who love to read, and
why other students come to hate it.  He draws on the work of literary
theorists and reading researchers to contrast a view of reading as receiv-
ing meaning with a view of reading as creating meaning, and he describes
how to enact the latter view in the classroom.  The book includes an
appendix that suggests questions and activities for what Wilhelm calls
the “Ten Dimensions of Reader Response”:  entering the story world,
showing interest in the story action, relating to characters, seeing the
story world, elaborating on the story world, connecting literature to life,
considering significance, recognizing literary conventions, recognizing
reading as a transaction, and evaluating an author and the self as reader.

Available from NCTE and from:
Teachers College Press
P.O. Box 20
Williston, VT 05495-0020
(800) 575-6566
http://tc-press.tc.columbia.edu

Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (ASCD)
1703 North Beauregard Street
Alexandria, VA  22311-1714
(703) 578-9600
http://www.ascd.org 

Heinemann (and Heinemann-Boynton/Cook) 
88 Post Road
P.O. Box 5007
Westport, CT 06881
(800) 793-2154
http://www.heinemann.com

National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE)
1111 W. Kenyon Road
Urbana, IL 61801-1096
800-369-6283
http://www.ncte.org

Stenhouse Publishers
P.O. Box 1929
Columbus, OH 43216-1929
(800) 988-9812
FAX (614) 487-2272
http://www.stenhouse.com
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