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Session Notetaker 
Reimagining PLC’s: Content/Curricula-Driven Inquiry Cycles in the Pilot Florida Implementation Network 

Session Overview 
In this session, we will examine a professional learning model leveraging a Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) cycle of continuous improvement 
used by several districts in Florida. We will also examine how a robust, but practical data collection strategy can drive incremental and 
long-term adjustments. We will consider how this model and subsequent lessons learned could be used to strengthen PLC’s within your 
context. 
 
What are we trying to accomplish and why? 
Framing Data: Notes/Reflections 

 
 

 

 

 

What is our approach to the work?  
Project Theory of Action 
We believe that we will see shifts in instruction that will ultimately result in equitable outcomes for students if we: 

1. Ensure teachers and PLC Leaders are deepening their understanding of what standards aligned materials look like. 
2. Ensure teachers and PLC leads are deepening their understanding of what standards aligned instruction looks like. 
3. Ensure that teachers have continuous opportunities to practice and reflect using aligned instructional materials, resources and 

student work.  

Placing Text at the Center of the Standards Aligned Classroom 

1. Where do you see the instructional shifts in what is outlined here? 

 

 

2. What are the scaffolds and supports that are referenced here that will support the needs of ALL students? 

 

 

3. What connections do you make to Core Action 1?  (Identify specific examples.) 
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How do we measure impact? 

How can the types of data discussed here support your work? What questions does this raise? 

 

 

What do you want to know? And how will you use the information? 

Tool(s) 
• What tools will provide the relevant information (IPG, 

surveys, etc.)? 
• Consider quantitative and qualitative data 

 

Frequency 

 

• How often can you gather the data?  
• Consider both what you seek to learn as well as capacity 
  

 

Analysis 
• How will you analyze the data? 
• Consider both the types of analysis that will inform your 

query as well as capacity 

 

Reflection 

 

• With whom will you share the data? 
• How will you use it to inform your work?  

 

 

Connections to your work 

Reflecting on this project, what can you take back to your grade level, school or district?  What questions does this raise? 
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Student Work Analysis 

The student work review tool is intended to help teachers, leaders, and other stakeholders answer the question, “Does this task 

give students the opportunity to meaningfully engage in worthwhile grade-level content?”. If students have not yet completed 

the task, users only review the quality of the task. If students have completed the task, users first review the quality of the task 

and then analyze students’ performance.  

Content: Does this assignment align with the expectations defined by grade-level standards, including a 

high-quality text and text-based questions? 

What grade-level College and Career Ready standard(s) does the assignment focus 

on? 

Standard(s): 

Is this assignment based on one or more texts? 
Yes No 

Title(s): 

If the assignment is based on one or more texts, are the texts high-quality and 

grade-appropriate? 

• Is the Lexile level appropriate for the grade level? (See Supplemental 

Information for Appendix A for target Lexile ranges by grade band.) 

• Is the text appropriately qualitatively complex for the grade? 

• Is the text authentic and/or published? 

• Does the text build content and/or cultural knowledge? Is the text worth 

reading closely and re-reading? 

Yes No 

Evidence: 

Does the assignment contain questions and/or tasks that reach the depth of grade-

level standard(s)? 

• Does the assignment align closely to expectations articulated by grade-level 

standards, focusing students on the words and ideas in the text that matter 

most? 

• Does the assignment focus on students’ comprehension of the central ideas 

and key details in the text? If the lesson addresses skills/strategies, is the focus 

essential to comprehension? 

Yes No 

Evidence: 

Overall Content Rating: Overall, do the content demands of this assignment align with the expectations defined  

by content area shifts and grade-level standards? 

0 – No Opportunity 

The assignment is not based on a high-

quality, grade appropriate text. 

1 – Minimal Opportunity 

The assignment is based on a high-quality, 

grade-appropriate text but does not contain 

questions that reach the depth of the 

standards. 

2 – Sufficient Opportunity 

The assignment is based on a high-quality, 

grade-appropriate text and contains 

questions that reach the depth of the 

grade-level standards. 

Literacy Practices: Does the assignment provide meaningful practice opportunities for this content area and 

grade level? 
Does the assignment integrate more than one grade-level reading, writing and/or 

speaking and listening standard in service of comprehension? 

• Does the assignment focus on more than one grade-level standard at the 

intended level of depth? 

Yes No 

Evidence: 

Does the assignment require students to use what they learned from the text to 

support their ideas in a grade-appropriate way? 

• Are students prompted or expected to use details and/or evidence from the 

text in service of comprehending key ideas in the text? 

• Are the majority of questions text-dependent and/or text-specific, requiring 

students to read closely and/or go back to the text? 

• Is the expectation for evidence grade-appropriate as defined by college and 

career ready standards? 

Yes No 

Evidence: 

Overall Practice Rating: Overall, to what extent does the assignment provide meaningful practice opportunities for  

this content area and grade level? 

https://lexile.com/parents-students/find-books-at-the-right-level/lookup-a-books-measure/
http://www.corestandards.org/assets/E0813_Appendix_A_New_Research_on_Text_Complexity.pdf
http://www.corestandards.org/assets/E0813_Appendix_A_New_Research_on_Text_Complexity.pdf
http://www.ccsso.org/Documents/Text%20Complexity/Take%20it%20for%20a%20Spin/Qualitative%20Rubrics%20for%20Literary%20and%20Informational%20Text.pdf
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0 – No Opportunity 

The assignment does not integrate 

standards and does not require students to 

use what they learn from the text. 

1 – Minimal Opportunity 

Either the assignment does not integrate 

standards or it does not require students 

to use what they learn from the text. 

2 – Sufficient Opportunity 

The assignment both integrates standards 

and requires students to use what they 

learned from the text. 

Relevance: Overall, does the assignment give students an authentic opportunity to connect academic 

standards to real-world issues and/or contexts?1 
Does the assignment build grade-appropriate content and/or cultural knowledge? 

• Do non-fiction texts build academic content knowledge related to grade level 

standards in social studies, science and/or the arts? 

• Do fiction texts build knowledge and/or introduce themes or morals that are 

nuanced and worthy of analysis? 

Yes No 

Evidence: 

Does the assignment give students a chance to share and defend their thinking 

when speaking or writing about content? 

• Do students have an opportunity to develop a claim and defend their thinking? 

• Does the assignment provide opportunity for students to share their 

developing thinking, or are all student responses likely to look the same? 

Yes No 

Evidence: 

Does the assignment connect academic standards to real-world issues or concepts? 

• Do students have an opportunity to connect the content of the lesson to 

current events, local people and places or important disciplinary topics or 

debates? To their own lives and/or the world around them? 

Yes No 

Evidence: 

Overall Relevance Rating: Overall, to what extent does the assignment give students an authentic opportunity to connect academic 

standards to real-world issues and/or contexts? 

0 – No Opportunity 

The assignment does not build grade-

appropriate knowledge, does not give 

students a chance to use their voice, and 

does not connect to real-world issues. 

1 – Minimal Opportunity 

The assignment builds grade-appropriate 

knowledge, but does not give students a 

chance to use their voice and does not 

connect to real-world issues. 

2 – Sufficient Opportunity 

The assignment builds grade appropriate 

knowledge, gives students a chance to use 

their voice and/or connects to real world 

issues. 

 

Student Performance 
Which students met the expectations of the assignment, as communicated by the directions and/or scoring key? 

• If no directions and/or scoring key is provided, assume 80% accuracy and completion meets the assignment expectations. 

Student 1 Student 2 Student 3 Student 4 Student 5 Student 6 

Evidence: 

Which students met the expectation of the target standard(s) for the assignment? 

• If the assignment meets the demands of the standards, then student performance on the standards should match that of the 

assignment. 

• If the assignment does not meet the demands of the standards, then student performance likely won’t meet the demands of the 

standards. 

Student 1 Student 2 Student 3 Student 4 Student 5 Student 6 

Evidence: 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            

1 1 The content of this section was heavily influenced by the EQuIP Student Work Protocol from Achieve, Inc. www.achieve.org   
1 Note: There is no Common Core Band for Lexile Levels in grades K-1 when the expectation is that students are focused on learning the foundational skills of 

reading; however, read-aloud texts in grades K-1 should be 2-3 grade levels above. 

https://www.achieve.org/our-initiatives/equip/all-equip-resources/student-work-protocol/student-work-protocol
http://www.achieve.org/
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Overview: Collections Professional Learning Project 
Strengthening implementation of instructional materials in service of the Florida Standards 

 

Overview 

We are looking forward to launching Year 2 of the Collections Professional Learning Project (CPLP) in 2018-19 with both new and 

continuing schools. The CPLP allows school-based teams in grades 6-8 ELA to better understand scalable models of support for 

instructional materials based on cycles of inquiry that are grounded in standards-aligned instructional practices. Building on the 

structure used in Year, 1, the regular cycles of professional learning will include systematic reflection, pedagogy, and planning 

using Collections materials. Drawing on participant feedback, in Year 2 topics will continue to focus on effective text-based planning 

drawing on complexity analyses and central understanding, and will move to incorporate strategies and support to ensure students 

are doing more of the cognitive lift in the lesson. The ultimate goal is to see classroom-level improvements in Core Action 2 and 

Core Action 3 in the Instructional Practice Guides.  

What will the project look like? 

We will continue to work with a group of 3-5 select schools in each network district, continuing our focus of understanding what 

is necessary, at a systems level, for implementing an aligned ELA resource in service of student learning. Our findings will be used 

to help districts scale successful approaches to more schools and content areas. Our work is guided by four key research questions: 

• What must the professional learning experience look like to support the use of aligned materials toward the instructional 

shifts that the Florida Standards demand?  

• What are the necessary conditions, at the school and district level, for successful, sustainable, content-driven professional 

learning?  

• What are the best ways to determine the success of professional learning?   

• How might effective practices be scaled to more schools? 

In practice… 

We aim to integrate this work, to the greatest extent possible, into the PLC and common 

planning time structures that are already in place in schools.      

PLC Leads    

• Meet at the beginning of each 6-week cycle for a 3-hour virtual meeting with 

TNTP to debrief the previous cycle’s content, prepare for the next cycle and 

collaborate in identifying future content 

• Facilitate weekly or bi-weekly PLC with ELA teams  

• Observe classrooms and support instruction grounded in indicators of 

Instructional Practice Guides 

• Participate in learning and reflection to advance the work 

 ELA PLCs 

• Engage in weekly or bi-weekly PLC focused on learning, planning and reflection grounded in cycle content 

• Plan strategically around the focus content  

• Implement a focus lesson or strategy 

 

http://achievethecore.org/page/1119/coaching-tool
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• Participate in reflection on practice and student response to advance the work at the classroom, school, and district 

levels.  

School Commitment 

Based on work this year, we have identified several key criteria that are critical for the project’s success at the school level. 

Specifically: 

• Schools must have established PLC structures that allow for shared planning time for grade level teams on a weekly or 

bi-weekly basis.  

• School leaders must prioritize this CPLP learning as the priority focus for PLC’s for the year. This looks like: 

o Protecting teacher and PLC lead time dedicated to the project (including attendance at convenings and the 

virtual sessions) 

o Periodically engaging with the TNTP liaison during site visits and/or virtual check ins 

o Engaging with PLC leads and teachers about the focus content 

o Making connections to the project content across school wide priorities 

• Schools are prepared to support our data collection efforts that include classroom observation, student work analysis 

and teacher/leader surveys throughout the year. 

One of the more significant revisions we are making to the project is moving from a 4-week cycle to a 6-week cycle.  t’s 

important to recognize that this change does not alter the time commitment of the school to engage in this work, rather, we are 

hoping to create the time and space for school teams to customize the learning based on teams’ needs.  

Role of TNTP 

The design of this project is grounded in the opportunity to learn alongside, and from, PLC leads and teacher teams. TNTP will 

manage the project, and provide ongoing support in the following ways:   

• Resources and Materials: At the start of each cycle, TNTP will share materials with PLC leads to use with their teacher 

teams. The content will focus on a particular instructional priority that aligns with aspects of the Instructional Practice 

Guides. Through a virtual learning session TNTP will work with PLC leads to prepare to use the materials, digging into 

the pedagogy, connections to Collections and considerations around facilitating the same content with PLC’s.  

• Data Collection: TNTP will manage a comprehensive data collection strategy that includes classroom observations, 

student work analysis and participant surveys to inform future cycles. In addition to informing instruction, data collected 

will assist the district and broader network to scale content-driven models of professional learning. 

• On-Site Support: TNTP staff will provide virtual and on-site support to the PLC leads and school teams as they work to 

implement the cycles. Each district will have a TNTP liaison who will bring knowledge of the district context, Collections 

materials, and this project to ongoing support and reflection with participants.  

TNTP will learn alongside project participants, helping to build a reflective culture in which coaches, specialists, teachers and TNTP 

systematically reflect and respond to teachers and students throughout each cycle.  
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Sequence of Cycle Content   

We have designed the content sequence for the Collections’ Professional Learning Project cycles based on observed trends and 

participant feedback. For each cycle the Essential Content frames the overall focus of each cycle.  The supporting focus moves for 

planning, instruction and/or reflection are designed to provide a range of focus areas that PLC’s may prioritize.  PLC’s will not 

focus on all of these areas, but rather strategically select those one or two moves that best support individual and/or PLC 

professional growth needs. It is expected that there will be adjustments to this content based on observation and feedback 

cycles over the course of the year. 

Cycle Essential Questions Focus Moves for Planning, Instruction and/or Reflection 

1 How do we use a text’s central 

understanding and specific 

complexity demands to inform 

planning that keeps text at the center of 

instruction?  

What moves can we make so students 

are increasingly engaged in the 

cognitive lift of the lesson? 

 

• Articulate the central understanding(s) of core texts 

• Analyze text(s) for complexity demands (and consider which 

comprehension barriers might be particularly challenging) 

• Consider the text’s culminating task 

• “Who’s doing the work?”: Employing simple instructional moves 

to shift the cognitive lift to students 

• Analyze a sample weekly plan and identify where this cycle’s 

content appears in the plan and its potential impact 

2 What do intentionally sequenced 

questions, that keep students 

grounded in the text, look like in 

practice?  

How can we integrate writing and 

student talk to ensure all students are 

effectively supported with the work of 

the lesson? 

 

 

• Adapt and sequence text specific questions to drive toward the 

central understandings and culminating task 

• Annotate a lesson (daily or for the week) with specific 

instructional strategies using writing & student talk to shift the 

cognitive lift to students 

• Video individual practice and reflect on series of text specific 

questions and student engagement 

3 How does collaboratively analyzing 

student work provide an opportunity 

to strengthen culminating tasks to 

reflect the demands of the shifts and 

standards? 

 

• Analyze student work from a text-focused lesson to establish 

evidence of task alignment with the targeted Florida State 

Standards 

• Identify specific recommendations for improving the task(s) 

and/or related implementation guidance that reflect the shifts 

and standards 

4 How does collaboratively analyzing 

student work provide an opportunity 

to strengthen or refine instructional 

support to ensure all students are 

supported in demonstrating 

understanding of quality texts?  

 

• Use trends generated from the task analysis to identify strategies 

for strengthening text-based writing and discussion that reflect 

the demands of the standards. 

5 How do we sequence texts to build 

knowledge of the central idea(s)? What 

does reading for meaning, or text 

centered instruction, look like over the 

course of a text or Collection? 

• Analyze a sample Collection Plan to identify concepts and 

strategies from across the year’s content. 

• Plan a series of texts to build knowledge and vocabulary around 

the central understanding(s) of the Collection. 

• Plan and implement text-based lesson integrating multiple 

strategies from the one or two years of learning 
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Introduction

Reading instruction in America is broken. Only slightly more than a third of our students are reading at 
proficient levels as measured by the NAEP, and scores have been stubbornly flat for over two decades1.  What 
is the reason for the utter lack of progress in reading scores despite new, challenging standards and the fact 
that teachers are working harder than ever? While there is current research that points at effective instruction 
to develop literacy, many teachers have not been made aware of it and, therefore, do not know how to 
focus on the right approaches. Only rarely have teachers been provided with a chance to develop a solid 
understanding of the key ingredients of reading comprehension, all of which require placing text at the center 
of the standards-aligned classroom. These include:

• Securing solid foundational reading skills (so students are fluent readers at every grade level);

• Building students’ vocabulary (both to be acquired through context and in word study);  

• Growing students’ general knowledge of the world from reading (so they have a trove of knowledge to 

reference when they read); and

• Parsing complex text by helping all students develop a standard of coherence (the expectation that what 

they read should make sense) through regular, close reading of rich text.

Many educators have embraced placing texts at the center of instruction while working to raise expectations 

for their students, but others have continued to engage comprehension strategies and skills as a list to 

teach and check off in isolation, which has cost children dearly. Even more costly has been a disregard for 

systematic attention to foundational skills by too many voices in the field. The resultant lack of understanding 

of its critical importance has further eroded literacy instruction. 

In ELA beyond Foundational Skills, interim assessments that report out by isolated skills have cemented the 

focus of instruction on isolated standards or strategies that have been counterproductive to the success of far 

too many students.  

Teachers who then lead with comprehension strategies and skills often wrestle with why their students do 

not make expected gains. Without knowledge of better ways to promote literacy success, teachers and 

administrators continue with instructional methods with which they are familiar, despite those methods’ failure 

to boost student achievement demonstrably. When educators first encounter the research base and the logic 

that undergirds more effective practices, it can be dislocating. It is tough for any one of us to confront the 

idea that we may not have been working in optimal ways for our students to become competent and literate 

young adults. 

This paper intends to articulate the vision for what an evidence-based model for text-centered instruction 

could look like (that includes strategies instruction in the way that research suggests is productive), and 

to make the case for interim assessment reporting categories that would help drive that instruction. The 

breakdown in knowledge regarding the building blocks fostering strong readers is ultimately a problem that 

needs to be addressed in the longer term via overhauled teacher preparation programming and better interim 

assessment analysis. But we cannot wait for the long term. There is much we can and should do immediately 

to advance current classroom practices so texts are at the center of classroom instruction and assessment. 

1. U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP), 2017. Retrieved from https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/reading_2017/#?grade=4
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There is a significant hearts and minds aspect to setting these ways of instructing students aside so that 

the field can move forward together to make real progress for students. The plan is to disseminate models 

through partners working directly with schools, districts, states, and teacher training organizations to build 

momentum. This paper is also designed to prompt the development of free digital tools to help accomplish 

this change in classrooms, tools that can be distributed through open source portals such as  

achievethecore.org and made freely available for modification by partners. Along with directly pushing interim 

assessment vendors to explore innovations and to reform reporting on interim assessments, these efforts 

should gradually start to cause recalibration. Though not an easy set of issues to address, nor quick to repair, 

this multi-pronged approach should start to disrupt existing practices and, in their place, lodge practices that 

reflect the key ingredients of improved reading comprehension.

It is useful to take a minute to examine the structure of the ELA/Literacy Common Core State Standards—or 

their near equivalent2 college- and career-ready (CCR) standards in states.

In ELA/literacy, the new college- and career-ready standards collectively illustrate what a competent English 

language user should be able to do at the end of each grade. That competency is collected and described 

through four interrelated strands that form the Language Arts tapestry: speaking and listening, language use, 

writing, and reading. Together they place the text at the center of the standards-aligned classroom. 

There is intentional redundancy baked into those strands even within each grade: standards that name 

proficiency in listening are frequently paralleled in reading. Standards that name desired levels of literacy 

in written expression have parallels in the speaking standards. Word awareness and vocabulary attributes 

show up in all four strands to indicate the central place words have in literacy. Using evidence to support 

inferences, claims, and conclusions shows up in the reading, writing, and speaking and listening strands. 

Moreover, the exact same competencies, the exact same focuses—all derived from the design of the anchor 

standards— show up in every grade from kindergarten through the end of high school, albeit at different 

levels of sophistication. For thirteen years! Reading Standard 4 is always word awareness and vocabulary. 

Reading Standard 1 and Writing Standard 9 are always about providing evidence from texts. Each standard 

gets progressively more challenging and nuanced annually, but they all echo each other in thirteen grade 

sets that collectively are the ELA/literacy standards. Ultimately, as in all highly complex activities, proficiency 

comes through deliberate practice. Practice means doing lots and lots of reading, combined with judicious 

instruction to assist in understanding those texts, while also learning to express their meaning and import 

through speaking and writing along the way. 

While there is a dearth of research on the ideal sequence or progression for student expectations in ELA, 

there are models demonstrating the importance of reading tasks growing in rigor as students advance 

through the grades to be prepared to meet the demands of college and the workplace. These tie in to the 

The Design and Proper Use of College- and Career-Readiness Standards in 

ELA/Literacy

2. Fordham Report: The State of State Standards. 8/22/2018. https://edexcellence.net/publications/the-state-of-state-standards-post-common-
core 
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research presented by the ACT in its landmark study. That study, Reading Between the Lines3, showed clearly 

that a reader’s ability to handle the demands of complex text by wielding evidence was the distinguishing 

characteristic separating someone who was prepared to meet the demands of higher education, a range of 

careers, and civic engagement upon departing high school and someone who was not. This is why there is 

an emphasis on text complexity through Reading Standard 10 at every grade level. It raises the stakes radically 

on what a competent student should be able to demonstrate and do because it demands that all the other 

standards be utilized while reading progressively more complex text. A disproportionate majority of students 

who graduate with this capacity underdeveloped come from economically poor circumstances or are 

students of color, so this is a matter of both excellence and equity.

Foundational reading standards are a notable exception to this unified design of the ELA CCR standards that 

otherwise demand a focus on the text as the central organizing unit for instruction and learning. Foundational 

reading standards operate more like the math standards. They provide specifics that are translatable into 

day-to-day instructional guidance, and suggest, in macro fashion, the sequence by which reading should 

be taught to students. The foundational skills standards map onto each other year after year. They are 

progressive—much like the math standards—with Major Work of each grade obvious, and that work shifts in 

developmental patterns that slowly build (in this case) proficiency and fluency in reading. While students are 

being taught to read, the foundational standards, and the phonetic sequence they point to, reign supreme. 

Foundational skills need to be systematically taught and robustly practiced, skill after skill in a research-

grounded sequence. Teachers must therefore focus on each foundational reading standard. Each names a 

slice of the skills and knowledge (print concepts, phonological awareness, phonics, word recognition, and 

fluency) that together constitute what the brain needs to learn and do to read. They all not only have to 

be taught, but also to be learned. The decodable texts students practice with should be in service to those 

learned standards to enable students to practice their newly acquired reading abilities. Such texts are central to 

providing students enough exposures to new phonics patterns to lock them in forever. Once fully mastered, 

these standards form the foundation from which readers can comprehend the words and sentences they 

read, and students can thereafter make sense of reading for themselves.

The remaining ELA standards in reading, writing, speaking and listening, and language need to be approached 

holistically, with the text itself pointing to which distinct standards arise from its particular demands. Standards 

are designed to be annual targets and reference points. They hold us to a common set of expectations for 

what well-educated students should be able to know and do by the end of each grade to be on track for 

success by the time their public school careers end and students move out into careers or more study, and 

into active engagement in civic affairs. The standards in the four strands should be referenced in instructional 

planning and kept top of mind while teaching students to plumb at the appropriate challenge, the particular 

structure(s), concepts, vocabulary, ideas, and details of the texts they are reading. But the standards 

themselves are not the goal of daily instruction; understanding the texts encountered and being able to 

express that understanding is. 

3. ACT. (2006). Reading between the lines: what the ACT reveals about college readiness in reading. Iowa City, IA.
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Comprehension strategies are the habits and internalized practices of successful readers. Individuals who 

enjoy reading expect to understand what they read and do something about it when they do not. They 

should be activated when the text stops making sense to a reader. Strategies that that have scads of evidence 

supporting their value when confronting difficult text4 can and should be employed strategically, as the 

research and their name suggest, and always in service to students’ understanding of the text. But most 

educators have been taught—and therefore teach—that reading better is a matter of assembling a quiver of 

reading comprehension strategies to aim at any reading task. Too often, reading strategies are made to be the 

very objective of a lesson, rather than a means to a larger goal: understanding all that a rich text has to teach 

and say to us. Because of that, educators often directly teach comprehension strategies and have students 

practice and focus on them to the exclusion of gaining a fuller understanding of the texts. The strategies 

become the central focus when reading—the opposite of how the complex, interconnected work of reading 

comprehension operates. 

Making matters even worse for students, many teachers and instructional materials have children practice 

those strategies with texts that are restricted, based on students’ established reading “levels,” resulting in only 

the already strong readers being given the opportunity to practice strategies with grade-level text. Relegated 

to below-grade-level texts, the rest of students (far too many!) have no authentic reason to exercise strategies. 

Their texts are too simple. Students are limited in their opportunity to confront and work to understand 

text features and demands that are new to them or with which they are not yet proficient. As noted literacy 

specialist Tim Shanahan wrote: “They [students] are limited in their opportunity to deal with complicated 

concepts, syntax, or subtle cohesive links, etc. Simpler texts, by their very nature, lack the features that make 

text complex, forcing students to artificially practice using strategies where there is no real need. They learn 

two things about strategies from such an approach: 

how to implement them and that they have no real 

value.”
5 

There are also drawbacks when teachers or 

instructional materials misapply standards that 

embody comprehension skills and make these skills 

the preeminent driver of daily lessons, rather than 

centering daily lessons on the complexity, features, 

and qualities of texts they are asking students to 

grapple with.

Comprehension skills refer to the abilities required 

to answer particular kinds of questions about texts. 

Commonly, they are things like: finding main idea, 

drawing conclusions, deciphering vocabulary, 

comparing and contrasting, finding supporting details, inferencing, and sequencing. Comprehension skills of 

this sort map handily onto CCR reading standards. They are the stuff of questions, central components to be 

asked to discover how well a reader is making sense of that text and to assist a reader in comprehending it. 

But there is no research that shows such skills transfer from text to text—with the single exception of focusing 

5. T. Shanahan. Private correspondence April 2018. 

What is Common Instructional Practice (Despite Adoption of New Standards)?

4. The strategies with the strongest research base are summarization, self-questioning, re-reading when confused, and monitoring comprehension. See 
Adler, C. R. “Seven strategies to teach students text comprehension.” Reading Rockets 3479 (2004): 1-5.

Simpler texts, by their 
very nature, lack the 
features that make 
text complex, forcing 
students to artificially 
practice using strategies 
where there is no real 
need. 
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on the meaning of various vocabulary words. For example, being able to sequence ideas in one text does 

not make you better at sequencing them in the next. The same is true for finding the main idea. There is no 

carryover payoff for focusing on these discrete skills. Studying the sequence of events or finding the main idea 

in Text A will not necessarily get students better at sequencing or finding the main idea in Text B. Standards 

mastery will not arrive via that path, nor will reading enjoyment grow or comprehension of grade level text 

improve. Yet it is commonplace for teachers and instructional materials to do just this. They organize day-to-

day learning goals around discrete activities: “let’s practice finding the main character’s point of view on these 

texts this week and then next week, let’s focus on discerning the text structure,” rather than the richer, text-

centered probing: “what is the information this author is presenting to us, how do they present it, and how 

does that expand or alter my thinking?”

The skills-based approach seemed to work fairly well for some students before the advent of new CCR 

standards, when reading passages were not very complex and questions mapped precisely onto one skill or 

another. Many students could “game” their way through reading tests fairly successfully by applying strategies 

to question types. But once assessments were designed to align to CCR levels of text complexity, all bets 

were off. With grade-level, complex passages now the norm, success depends on a reader’s proficiency with 

comprehension. That ability grows through reading, in volumes that allow banks of knowledge and vocabulary 

to accumulate. Students taught to overly rely on a strategies approach have failed to demonstrate proficiency. 

Reading scores have flat-lined, and strategies instruction and practice have displaced opportunities to read 

rich text and to learn about words and the world.6  

For years, almost all teacher preparation 

programs, traditional ELA instructional 

materials, and generally accepted practices 

have sustained the use of both methods 

(isolated strategies and skills approaches to 

instruction) unsupported by research. Those in 

the field have been taught these approaches 

and then had them reinforced in materials. 

Unsurprisingly, many educators are resistant—or 

unaware—of a need to change. On the other 

hand, a text-centered instructional approach, 

where the text is carefully analyzed by the 

teacher when preparing so students will be 

able, in turn, to explore the text fully and learn 

from it, has not been a mainstay approach 

taught in teacher preparation programs, 

nor has it been the approach embodied in 

most instructional materials. Even teachers 

using excellent newly aligned programs are 

sometimes reverting to a strategies/skills-first 

use of those materials; they are struggling to implement the lessons as designed because it requires them to 

unlearn what they have learned over the years—thus ignoring research that clearly points to methods to help 

students achieve superior comprehension gains.

6. For much more on this topic, including a discussion of the research findings on comprehension strategies vs. skills, see Tim Shanahan’s blog of 
May 28, 2018. http://www.shanahanonliteracy.com/blog/where-questioning-fits-in-comprehension-instruction-skills-and-strategies-part-
ii#sthash.X1iIPcEA.dpbs Retrieved on May 29, 2018
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Time is a scarce commodity in classrooms. Students need to spend lots of that time actively reading. They 

need to be supported while reading content-rich, complex text so they discover how to learn from reading 

(and grow their knowledge, vocabulary, and understanding of syntax). When reading grade-level complex 

text, most students need careful instruction and support from their teacher while they engage in a close and 

thorough exploration of the text. This attention allows them the opportunity to unpack the text’s complexity 

until they have an essential understanding. This “close reading” is an invaluable tool for building up students’ 

reading ability overall. It also bolsters their sense of efficacy and standard of coherence, the expectation that 

texts should make sense.7 

Therefore, the text itself is where teachers should spend their planning time. That is how teachers will notice 

the challenging and crucial parts of texts where understanding is critical or where understanding might break 

down for students. They can gear instruction around the particulars of the text and discern which grade-level 

standards the text directs them to focus on. Teachers can plan discussions, activities, questions, and tasks 

guided by students’ needs and strengths, as well as the grade-level ELA standards. This work will enable their 

students to access those particulars for themselves. This focus on text needs to become the norm when 

preparing to teach complex text to students.

Close reading is concentrated, demanding work, and is one key ingredient of a text-centered, rich ELA 

classroom experience for children. Making sure students have a volume of reading is another. That volume of 

reading needs to be at a range of complexity levels, including below grade level, so all the students can read 

with very limited or no teacher support. Much of this volume of reading should be with information-rich text, 

either full-length books or conceptually connected shorter texts (groups of texts that together create a picture 

of a topic). These readings give students a chance to build knowledge and be exposed to academic language 

with a new topic. In the early years, the more students get to read or be read to, the more they will learn. 

That learning will yield accelerating returns from then on; this potential for accelerating return is one of the 

many reasons teaching students how to read by grade 2 is so crucial. Reading should be wrapped frequently 

in plenty of conversation and be as active as possible. As students learn more, they will have greater access 

to more and richer texts. They will learn about the world around them and about themselves and their role 

in that world, and they will also learn more and more words, many of them wrapped in complex sentences. 

The more words students recognize and the more they see those words in a variety of sentences, the more 

comfortable they will become and the more learning they will accomplish. The contrast between the purpose 

of this kind of reading—to understand and learn from what is read—and leveled reading programs, where the 

primary purpose is to practice a target strategy, is enormous. This core difference sets apart the text-centered 

approach argued for here versus a strategies-based approach. 

As noted, while standards alignment must be considered to ensure students are developing grade-level 

ELA proficiencies over the course of each year, standards should be in service of understanding the texts 

students are reading. Reading strategies, too, should be in service of understanding what students are reading. 

Employing reading strategies is one of a variety of means for students to build that understanding and should 

be called in when understanding breaks down.8 Following the research, some strategies should be taught 

7. There are many resources available to do the sort of qualitative text analysis this work requires, and on how to support all students in accessing complex 
text through close reading.

What is Optimal Practice in Classroom Instruction?

8. We know that instruction of reading strategies, if done in a certain way (in context, not one at a time), can get a small one time bump in reading proficiency. 
But we also know this bump can be achieved in as little as 5 to 10 sessions of 20 minutes each. (http://www.danielwillingham.com/daniel-willingham-
science-and-education-blog/collateral-damage-of-reading-comprehension-strategy-instruction). For a stunning study of content focused reading 
instruction vs. strategies based instruction, see McKeown, M. G., Beck, I. L., & Blake, R. G. (2009). Rethinking reading comprehension instruction: A 
comparison of instruction for strategies and content approaches. Reading Research Quarterly, 44(3), 218-253. https://achievethecore.org/content/upload/
Research%20Supporting%20Shift%202%20-%20Using%20Evidence%20from%20Text[1].pdf  
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once or twice9 and then dropped from focus once they enter students’ repertoire; others, with a more robust 

research base, should be rotated through instructional routines so students integrate them thoroughly into 

their own reading habits.10 Thereafter, comprehension strategies are what students should enlist when they 

do not understand what they are reading. At all other times, reading strategies are running in the background, 

on auto-pilot. Our brains are hard-wired to think in these ways. Briefly teaching strategies early in readers’ 

careers, and then occasionally having the class notice when a reader in the class has used such a strategy 

to problem solve their way to understanding, is an effective approach and follows the research. Disengaging 

readers from sustained, focused reading for any longer is not only disruptive and debilitating, it does not 

follow the research on cognition and successful comprehending.11

Teachers need to be provided with resources and materials that support them in laying out a research-aligned 

plan for what to do when students do not understand what they have read (or do poorly on an assessment). 

Teachers should go from highest leverage work to the more refined, i.e., start with reading fluency and free 

access to books that interest students, then move to analyzing text. There students will learn text-based 

nuance with support in such areas as uncovering vocabulary demands that might be causing overloads, 

gaining access to missing knowledge or word meanings. Then students can move on to work with syntax, 

start to better understand referents in the text, and expand their capacities over time. The following is a 

rundown of the key ingredients of improved reading comprehension in priority order:

Securing solid foundational reading skills (so students are fluent readers at every grade level).

Elementary educators must address the foundational skills needs of their students so that students can access 

grade-level text. As mentioned earlier, where teachers should execute the direct teaching and reinforcement 

of foundational reading standards, with practice both in and out of context, is when children are learning 

how spoken language is represented in print, 

with foundational reading skills. The bulk 

of this work rightly belongs in kindergarten 

through grade 2 so students can access 

grade-level text by the time it is demanded 

by CCR standards, starting in the grade 2-3 

band. Teaching foundational skills, no matter 

the grade, goes on in parallel with attending 

to the rest of English Language Arts. The two 

are corresponding, not sequential activities. 

They work in tandem until the act of reading 

is automatic; fully fluent and foundational 

reading can disappear into the background 

to grease the wheels of comprehension 

forevermore. Teachers of older elementary 

students (grade 3 and beyond) must learn what to do to support students who did not learn the foundational 

skills to mastery in K-2. Addressing reading fluency with grade-level text is particularly crucial with older 

students.12

12. Wexler, Jade, et al. “A synthesis of fluency interventions for secondary struggling readers.” Reading and Writing 21.4 (2008): 317-347.

9. Willingham, Daniel. “Collateral damage of excessive reading comprehension strategy instruction.” Daniel Willingham--Science and Education, 30 April 
2012, http://www.danielwillingham.com/daniel-willingham-science-and-education-blog/collateral-damage-of-reading-comprehension-strategy-
instruction

10. National Reading Panel. 2000. ch 4 pp.39-40 (introduction). “The idea behind explicit instruction of text comprehension is that comprehension 
can be improved by teaching students to use specific cognitive strategies or to reason strategically when they encounter barriers to comprehension 
when reading. The goal of such training was the achievement of competent and self-regulated reading. Readers normally acquire strategies for active 
comprehension informally.” [emphasis added]

11. Daniel Willingham summarizes the research on the payoff from direct teaching of Comprehension Strategies http://www.danielwillingham.com/
daniel-willingham-science-and-education-blog/collateral-damage-of-reading-comprehension-strategy-instruction
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Building students’ vocabulary (both to be acquired through context and in word study) through a volume 

of reading.

Knowledge of words and knowledge about the world are tightly connected. The things we know have to 

be named and described by words when encountered in print. The most efficient way to learn vocabulary 

is to acquire it while reading. Recent research demonstrates that students learn up to four times as many 

words when they are reading texts about conceptually coherent topics for a period of time.13 This is data too 

powerful to ignore. As noted earlier, texts available for independent reading and learning more independently 

should be at a variety of complexity levels so students can read without always relying on teacher support.

Growing students’ general knowledge of the world from reading a volume of texts at a variety of 
complexity levels (so students have a trove of knowledge to reference when they read).

Reading ability and knowledge about the world are equally tightly connected. Authors assume their readers 

know some things, so readers knowing things is a crucial component of those readers’ success and continued 

comprehension gains. Again, classroom time should be centered on texts—both comprehension of grade-

level text and the opportunity for volume of reading on conceptually coherent topics and free choice 

selection.

Parsing complex text by helping all students develop a standard of coherence through regular, close 
reading of rich, complex text.

Text complexity has lots of ingredients, and the two primary causes of reader challenge are unfamiliar 

vocabulary and/or lack of knowledge on the topic. But these challenges don’t exist in isolation. Many of those 

words and ideas are housed in intricate sentences made of a wide variety of structures. To build solid reading 

habits and stamina, students must regularly parse complex syntax or trace references that will result in the text 

making sense. Giving students the opportunity to practice reading complex text carefully on a regular basis 

builds their standard of coherence. The standard of coherence is the expectation that what one reads should 

make sense, and it is critical to learning to stick with reading when reading gets tough. Such practice helps 

students notice and know what to do to solve those comprehension breakdowns when they occur.

What do we commonly do?  We assess frequently, study the error patterns in data meetings, map those errors 

onto discrete skills or standards to which the items best match, isolate those skills, and then instruct teachers 

to repurpose reading into a relentless loop of practicing those skills—wherever they appear in whatever 

texts are in front of students until the next interim assessment—rather than focusing on the real causes of 

breakdowns in comprehension. This is a pernicious problem that has plagued reading instruction since the 

1980s when strategies (along with skills) became a focus of reading instruction and became widespread and 

ubiquitous with the advent of No Child Left Behind. To this day, district stakeholders continue to demand that 

assessment providers report this way. This loop of “unpacking” the standards and teaching/assessing them as a 

series of discrete skills, coupled with “data-driven” instructional practices, cements a cycle that does not focus 

on the actual factors that improve students’ reading comprehension abilities. 

At the worst, many ELA classrooms are set up to practice skills and standards in isolation all the time, rotating 

among and between them, focusing on them to the exclusion of making meaning. This is done instead of 

reading content-rich texts for all they have to yield up to a reader who is looking to build knowledge of the 

What is Common Practice Guiding Assessment and Classroom Responses to 

Assessment Results?

13. Landauer, Thomas K., and Susan T. Dumais. “A solution to Plato’s problem: The latent semantic analysis theory of acquisition, induction, and 
representation of knowledge.” Psychological review 104.2 (1997): 211.
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world and vocabulary, and to understand varied and complex syntax. ELA time becomes essentially yearlong 

test prep in an effort to pour strategic reading into kids’ brains directly, rather than indirectly, in context, and 

driven by the text.

When we focus too much on any one subset of the universe of reading comprehension—standards, strategies, 

features of texts, chief among them—we lose the ability to survey the universe of experiences that will allow 

for the growth of comprehension in students. The failure to understand, consider, and diagnose the myriad 

causes that may be triggering students’ difficulty by instead focusing on the one or two subsets of ingredients 

we have grown accustomed to, poses particular dangers to students who are not yet strong readers. We are 

likely to ignore the full range of evidence students are presenting to us and instead focus on a single, often 

wrong cause. Stronger students will withstand this approach, often by politely satisfying instructional demands 

while continuing to read for meaning. They can provide a quick answer to an overly focused question on 

demand, since they understand the whole. Fragile readers will likely focus willingly with the teacher since 

focusing on a single thing is a lot easier than attempting the full sweep of cognitive moves (“Oh! All I have 

to do is look for author’s purpose, and she’ll be happy with me.”), but this provides yet another barrier that 

impacts their deep understanding of the text itself.   

We have to stop emphasizing the wrong things, evaluating and measuring the wrong things, and instead 

commit to spending student time on activities that will pay off in deepening comprehension and all the 

expressive competencies we want for our 

students. If interim or benchmark assessments 

continue to report out based on strategies or 

standards, very few schools (or the teachers 

in them) are going to abandon this form of 

instruction. Continuing to report under these 

discrete categories has the capacity to do 

more harm than good. Unfortunately, “doing 

lots and lots of reading” does not map neatly 

onto reports of progress toward annual ELA 

standards of competency, nor is how much 

a student has learned from reading easy to 

assess. Even though both of these activities are 

truer representations of the ultimate goals of 

reading, they are challenging to measure. In a world where we measure growth at regular intervals and then 

intervene in the things that are most straightforward to measure, this is a problem.

As noted, reporting out test results by standards, strategies, or any one construct reflects a confusion between 

cause and effect. Failure to master any one of these can cause weak reading proficiency, but to a far greater 

extent, failure to master one of these is much more likely an effect of weak reading proficiency. This following 

section has been excerpted and modified from a longer working paper on this topic by David Liben.

What Approaches to Interim Assessment Could Be Explored? 
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Take this example of what it takes to achieve the following grade 4 Reading Standard 3 for literature: 

Describe in depth a character, setting, or event in a story or drama, drawing on specific details in the 

text (e.g., a character’s thoughts, words, or actions).

Students would need to be able to do the following:

• Decode the vast majority of words in the text with sufficient automaticity and accuracy in order to be able 

to read the text with enough fluency to comprehend it as a whole (fluency).

• Do the same in those portions of the text most relevant to the standard, e.g., those describing or 

explaining the character, setting, or events the question might be probing (fluency).

• Know the meaning of enough words in the text in order to comprehend the text as a whole and therefore 

avoid the general confusion or disengagement that would mar comprehension, even in those sections of 

text not at all complex or not having particularly difficult vocabulary (word knowledge).

• Possess deep enough word knowledge to be able to discern subtle word differences that would alter 

understanding of the parts of the text most relevant to the standard or question, e.g., knowing that a 

character described as “eager” sends a very different message than one who is “willing” to do something 

or even “happy” to do it (word knowledge).

• Have enough background knowledge so as not to be confused by the setting, events, references, or 

personality types of characters that would make general comprehension more difficult, e.g., old people, 

young children, conservative people, hippies, characters who are reserved, gregarious, shy, loud, vulgar, 

etc. (general knowledge).

• Have enough background knowledge to comprehend the section of the text most relevant to the 

standard, e.g., knowing enough about the difficulty of raising puppies in a text and using this to paint a 

picture of a character’s resilience or patience; having enough background knowledge of deserts in a text 

to focus on the challenges of coming of age in this environment (general knowledge).

• Be able to adjust if a literary text includes parts that are more informational in nature, e.g., a text about 

someone who learns about gardening to deal with the loss of a parent; a text using letters home from 

a parent in the military that describes day to day life in the military or a foreign country. Such sections 

often require reading more slowly and being sure the greater density of information is absorbed (general 

knowledge, ability to adjust to text demands).

• Be able to parse the syntax used throughout the text in order to gain general comprehension and, as with 

vocabulary, avoid the confusion and disengagement that would reduce comprehension of any part of the 

text including those with the least complex syntax (complex syntax).

• Be able to parse the syntax in the sections of text most relevant to the standard or question and especially 

if this syntax is particularly complex, unusual, or varies from syntax in other parts of the text (complex 

syntax).

• Be able to follow any of the transitions a text makes especially when these are more subtle, frequent, or 

both, and again especially in sections most relevant to the standard or question (experience with and 

knowledge of complex text).

• Maintain the thread of a text when information is dense throughout or in those sections of text most 

relevant to the standard or question (complex syntax, flexibility or ability to adjust to text demands, general 

knowledge, reading stamina).

• Maintain the thread of a text that includes many longer paragraphs, not focusing on very short and 

especially one-line paragraphs that are nearly always so short for a purpose (reading stamina, knowledge 

of authors’ techniques, standard of coherence).

11



• Deal with any sort of references that allude to an earlier section of the text (standard of coherence, 

language knowledge, working memory, complex syntax).

• Have enough motivation to put the effort required into comprehending (student interest and confidence, 

standard of coherence).

These challenges increase at an accelerating rate as the complexity of texts increase. Learning to read is the 

most challenging demand we ask of all our students. The biologist Richard Dawkins compares the genome 

to a “Cat’s Cradle” where pulling on any one string sends ripples of activity throughout. Reading works much 

the same. Focusing on just one construct in the face of all this complexity is the antithesis of what reading 

and learning to read are all about. In any text, all of the constructs named above (and more) interact with each 

other and the particulars of the text to determine complexity. Vocabulary demands are greater when syntax 

is more complex, lesser when syntax or knowledge demands are low; an unfamiliar text structure presents 

less of an obstacle when topic and vocabulary are familiar. Some constructs (text structures, for example) are 

present throughout. In addition, we still have much to learn about the interplay between fluent reading and a 

high standard of coherence— its inverse: dysfluency and a low standard of coherence—and how those factors 

interface with all the features that are embedded in the text itself.

Students can go astray on an assessment for a variety of reasons. The best way to know the path they 

followed or where comprehension broke down is to ask them what they were thinking along the way. These 

error patterns will not vary too widely, as many students experience similar problems. Doing this identifying 

and sorting of responses with a group of students will reveal a set of misunderstandings which could then be 

discussed directly with them. Particularly challenging passages and questions can be fully re-analyzed socially. 

Teachers who teach classes in the same grade using the same assessments could conceivably compare notes 

and keep a record of the patterns of breakdown and improvements as the central work of PLCs. There is a 

learning curve to such work for teachers, and this takes time to do well, but it is hard to imagine any more 

powerful way to learn about texts, comprehension, student thinking, common problems, and the suite of 

constructs known as literacy. 

Once the assessment field is motivated to 

explore alternatives with vigor, there could 

be fruitful exploration of technological 

alternatives to this painstaking analysis that 

could drive classroom practice toward 

healthier patterns at scale. Advances in 

digital assessments, the incorporation 

of both speech recognition and latent 

semantic analysis tools into this realm, 

the analysis of such indicators of student 

thinking as key strokes, eye movements, 

and even decision-making around 

distractors and other ways of tracing 

thinking automatically, show promise. 

They can be used to discern where 

(and why) students are experiencing 

difficulty, or at least to scale-analyze 

clusters of problems with specific features 

of complex text such as missed conjunctions or untraced references. The most frequent performance 

breakdowns for students who are struggling with reading in general stem from inadequate practice with 

The most frequent performance 
breakdowns for students who 
are struggling with reading in 
general stem from inadequate 
practice with foundational 
reading or inadequate 
opportunities to gain fluency 
with grade level texts, both 
relatively straightforward to 
reinforce.
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• Get the message out to instructional leaders and educational stakeholders about the necessity to have 

text occupy the center of standards-aligned classrooms. 

• Support and challenge teachers and developers of instructional materials to organize classroom 

instruction around the practices grounded in research.

• Challenge assessment developers to create new approaches for assessing reading progress/literacy 

standards mastery that help teachers more effectively guide their instruction in alignment with the 

research (perhaps in ways yet to exist or be fully envisioned).

• Challenge the education reform community to develop the mindset, resources, and materials required to 

catalyze and support this significant shift in instructional practice.

Reading, writing, speaking, listening, and language standards are designed to be woven into one 

interconnected tapestry to demonstrate what a literate, capable user and consumer of English should be 

able to do at each grade level. On the other hand, students exposed exclusively to a diet year after year of 

dissected standards or isolated skills—in instruction or assessment—will risk becoming graduates who are not 

very literate, individuals who are not able to deploy and understand English in integrated, holistic, and flexible 

ways. Perhaps worst of all, they will likely never come to love reading or learning.

foundational reading or inadequate opportunities to gain fluency with grade level texts, both relatively 

straightforward to reinforce.

The other reasons students cannot follow complex text through to its meaning are because they do not know 

the meaning of too many words in the passage or they have not been exposed to the knowledge the author 

assumed readers would possess. The “cure” for both issues is providing students with more opportunities to 

read broadly on a range of conceptually coherent topics, ideally self-selected by the readers, at least in part. 

That kind of meaning-making is harder to measure, and it takes precious classroom time, as discussed earlier, 

but it is a much more satisfactory and effective way to approach text, to learn, and to teach. 

What Can We Do Now To Produce Strong Readers? 
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Questioning as a Scaffold for Accessing Complex Texts 
Core Action 3: Providing all students with opportunities to engage in the work of the lesson 

Overview 

These instructional moves could be used with text-based discussion and writing of a shared text. All of these moves are not 

appropriate with every text, but rather should be strategically selected based on the text and the students. Further, these are 

intentionally designed to be bite-sized “micro” moves to support teachers in making the shift to students doing more of the work of 

the lesson. More comprehensive protocols, such as Socratic Seminar, Fishbowl, JigSaw, etc., which are not highlighted in this  

resource, are also effective and important means for ‘shifting the lift,” and should be integrated into instructional planning when 

appropriate.  

Reading Complex Text (Grades 3-8) 

Providing all students with opportunities to engage in the work of the lesson. 

Core Action 3A. The teacher poses questions and tasks for students to do the majority of the work:  speaking/listening, 

reading, and/or writing. Students do the majority of the work of the lesson. 

Core Action 3B. The teacher cultivates reasoning and meaning making by allowing students to productively struggle. 

 Students persevere through difficulty. 

Core Action 3C. The teacher expects evidence and precision from students and probes students’ answers accordingly. 

Students provide text evidence to support their ideas and display precision in their oral and/or written responses. 

Core Action 3D.  The teacher creates the conditions for student conversations where students are encouraged to talk 

about each other’s thinking. Students talk and ask questions about each other’s thinking, in order to clarify or improve 

their understanding. 

Core Action 3E. The teacher deliberately checks for understanding throughout the lesson and adapts the lesson according 

to student understanding. When appropriate, students refine written and/or oral responses. 

Core Action 3F. When appropriate, the teacher explicitly attends to strengthening students’ language and reading 

foundational skills. Students demonstrate use of language conventions and decoding skills, activating such strategies as 

needed to read, write, and speak with grade-level fluency and skill. 

Possible Sequence of Teacher Moves 

These moves could be used with text-based discussion and writing of a shared text. All of these moves are not appropriate 

with every text, but rather should be strategically selected based on the text and the students. 

CA 3A 1) Monitor the amount of pre-

reading activities and/or who is 

doing the cognitive lift with 

pre-reading activities. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Have students do the work of building background knowledge through 

independent/self-led exploration of selected texts or portions of text, 

images, art, video clips, etc. 

 

Have students engage with select portions of the text and have them 

make meaning from those portions to make inferences about what they 

think the text might be about.  

 

Eliminate pre-teaching/modeling strategies—instead, ask “what did you 

do to understand your reading” after students have listened/read. 

 

Select academic vocabulary words that are central to the meaning of the 

text AND ones that allow students to determine the meaning from 

context.  As students are reading (rather than before reading), ask if 

anyone knows the meaning of the selected word(s) and how. 

 

CA 3A 1) Alternate between read aloud, 

multiple student voices, and 

independent reading 

Independent reading: Provide strategically selected start/end points that 

increasingly build students’ stamina for independent reading of grade 

level texts.  
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(strategically considering 

student reading level). 

 

• “Read to yourself and stop at page 3.” 

• “Read aloud to your reading buddy, taking turns with each 

paragraph.” 

 

Multiple students read with teacher support:  

• Echo read with struggling readers (teacher reads a section, 

students repeat same section)  

• Choral reading (we all read together)  

• Read the full text while students follow along (students must 

have copies of the texts or text is projected) 

• Allow different students to read aloud parts 

CA 3A 

CA 3B 

CA 3D 

2) Pose text specific questions 

with opportunities for 

everybody to engage in the 

work before accepting 

answers. 

“Turn and talk” or “turn to your table groups.” 

 

“Everybody write the answer to this question.” 

 

“Jot 1-2 words in the margin/ on a post-it/ on your dry erase board that 

answers the question.” 

CA 3B 

CA 3C 

CA 3F 

3) Address challenging portions 

of text through text specific 

questions or targeted 

rereading. 

“Turn and talk:  tell your partner what’s going on here.” 

 

“Think, Pair Share: Everybody write the answer to this question”  

 

“Reread this to yourself, underline key words that tell you what’s 

happening here.” 

 

“Re-read this to yourself, circle words you don’t know or ideas you don’t 

understand.” 

 

“Read this part with your partner and discuss what you think it is about.” 

 

Purposeful re-reads aloud with struggling readers. 

CA 3B 

CA 3D 

CA 3E 

4) Facilitate student-led 

discussion, intervening to pace 

the lesson or direct students 

based on misconceptions. 

“Let’s hear from 3 more people and decide if we agree.” 

 

“What do you all think?  Agree, disagree, add on?” 

 

“Can anyone re-read a statement that proves or disproves that point” 

CA 3B 

CA 3D 

CA 3E 

5) Clarify misunderstandings and 

support solutions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note- when possible, if students are 

still experiencing challenges, have 

other students share rather than the 

teacher. 

Have students summarize key points. 

 

Have students point out the challenges, work in partners to try to problem 

solve, ask for additional support after X number of “tries” have failed. 

 

Have students vote, poll, or offer why they’ve changed their minds. 

 

Have students summarize confusion.   

 

 

Note- use teacher discretion and intervene strategically to help students 

move past their confusions as needed. 

 

 



   

Collections Professional Learning Project Reflection Template 
Cycle 1: Determining Central Understanding and Text Complexity 

 

Complete at the beginning of Cycle 1. 

The Core Action/s for this cycle is/are: (pre-populate here)  
  

  

Plan/Do: What indicators from the core actions will you focus on implementing during this cycle? How will you 

do this/What specific strategies will you use? 

 

Plan: What will be challenging for you?  Plan/Do: How will you address it/What supports do 

you need? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plan: What student behaviors (actions in the 

classroom) do you wish to see? 

 

Plan: What evidence do you hope to see in student 

work as a result? 

 

 

Plan: What will be challenging for your students?  Plan/Do: How will you address it/What supports do 

your students need? 
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Complete at the end of Cycle 1. 

The Core Action/s for this cycle is/are: (pre-populate here)  

  

 

Study: What indicators from the core actions did you focus on implementing during this cycle? How did you go 

about doing this/what specific strategies did you use? 

 

 

Study: What went well in your planning/instruction? 

(Focus on teacher actions only) 

Study: What didn’t go as well as you had hoped in 

your planning/instruction during this cycle? (Focus on 

teacher actions only) 

 

 

 

 

 

Study/Act: What will you do differently/keep working 

on to improve your knowledge, planning and 

instruction moving forward? 

Study/Act: What additional supports do you need? 

Study/Act: What student outcomes did you see (both 

in student actions in the classroom and in student 

work)? 

Study/Act: Where did students struggle? Which of 

your students need additional support? 

Study/Act: What additional supports do your students need?/How will you help those who are struggling? 
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Six-Week Cycle Examples 
 

 

 Possible Structure A: bi-weekly PLC 

In this structure, PLC’s are meeting bi-weekly. In the 

first session there is more emphasis on the new 

learning, and in the second session there is more time 

for planning. 

Possible Structure B: weekly PLC 

In this structure, PLC’s are focused on the content every 

week, and working through 2 iterations of the cycle, 

with the goal of making changes to planning in the 

second round. 

Week 1 PLC Leads engage in 3 hour virtual learning 

session. 

PLC Leads engage in 3 hour virtual learning 

session.  

Week 2 PLC Leads facilitate Knowledge-sharing PLC, 

focusing on new learning (45-60 min) 

• PLC leads use content materials from 

virtual learning session, making 

adjustments to meet teachers’ needs. 

• Teachers complete anticipations and 

commitments for the cycle.  

• If time, PLC Leads co-plan with teachers to 

incorporate commitments into upcoming 

lessons. 

PLC Leads facilitate Knowledge-sharing PLC , 

focusing on new learning (45-60 min): 

• PLC leads use content materials from 

virtual learning session, making 

adjustments to meet teachers’ needs. 

• Teachers complete anticipations and 

commitments for the cycle.  

• If time, PLC Leads co-plan with teachers to 

incorporate commitments into upcoming 

lessons. 

Week 3 No PLC  

During the instructional week, teachers reflect 

upon or begin to consider how to integrate 

focus topics.  

• PLC leads may: Observe and provide 

feedback on teacher lesson plans or 

lessons, co-plan with individual 

teachers etc. 

PLC Leads facilitate planning PLC : 

• PLC Leads use knowledge of teachers’ 

needs to plan a continuation of learning 

from the previous week.  

• This may include: co-planning with 

teachers, mini-reflection on how the 

instructional moves are working, review of 

the content, student work review/discussion, 

etc. 

Teachers implement specific instructional 

move/ micro change in instruction 

Week 4 PLC Leads facilitate planning PLC, focusing 

on incorporating cycle content into an 

upcoming lesson: 

Teachers complete the reflection template PLC 

Leads facilitate planning PLC : 

• PLC Leads use knowledge of teachers’ 

needs to plan a continuation of learning 

from the previous PLC.  

PLC Lead facilitates reflective PLC, reflecting 

on student learning and instructional 

practice. 

• Teachers complete the reflection template 

during the PLC time. 

• PLC Leads facilitate a discussion about 

teacher reflections and adjustments. PLC 

Lead may incorporate student work review 

into the discussion. 
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• This may include: co-planning with 

teachers, mini-reflection on how the 

instructional moves are working, review of 

the content, student work review/discussion, 

etc. 

• If time, PLC Leads co-plan with teachers to 

make the adjustments brought up in 

conversation.  

Week 5 No PLC 

During the instructional week, teachers 

implement a specific move/ micro change in 

instruction. 

• PLC leads may: Observe and provide 

feedback on teacher lesson plans or 

lessons, co-plan with individual 

teachers etc. 

PLC Leads facilitate planning PLC focused on 

making adjustments to planning. 

• PLC Leads use knowledge of teachers’ 

needs to plan a continuation of learning, 

based on the reflections from the previous 

week.  

• This may include: co-planning with 

teachers, mini-reflection on how the 

adjustments are working, review of or 

deepening the content, student work 

review/discussion, etc. 

Week 6 PLC Leads facilitate reflective PLC, reflecting 

on student learning and instructional 

practice  

• Teachers complete the reflection template 

during the PLC time. 

• PLC Leads facilitate a discussion about 

teacher reflections and adjustments. PLC 

Lead may incorporate student work review 

into the discussion. 

PLC Leads facilitate reflective PLC, reflecting 

on student learning and instructional 

practice.  

• Teachers complete the reflection template 

during the PLC time. PLC Lead may 

incorporate student work review into the 

discussion. 

• PLC Leads facilitate a discussion about 

teacher reflections and adjustments.  

 

 



 
 

 

Sample Cycle in Detail 

 Possible Sequence for Cycle 1 PLCs (Weekly PLC) 

Week 1 

9/5 

Attend and engage in 3 hour virtual learning session.  

Week 2 

9/11 

Facilitate Knowledge-sharing PLC, focusing on new learning (45-60 min): 

• Use content materials (PLC slide deck) from virtual learning session, making adjustments to meet teachers’ 

needs.  

• PLC Goals:  

o Teachers will be able to explain how central understanding and text complexity should inform planning. 

o Teachers will be able to identify instructional moves they can make to ensure students are doing the 

cognitive lift during instruction – aligned with CA 3 (using the Who is Doing the Work document and 

CA 3 in the IPGs).   

o Teachers will make a commitment to try at least one instructional move discussed. (Document using the 

Commitment and Reflection Template).  Feel free to share the IPG for “Tell-Tale Heart” so that teachers 

can see what the strategies aligned to CA3 look like when applied to a text. 

 

• If time allows, co-plan with teachers to incorporate commitments (from CA 3 and the Who is Doing the Work 

document) into upcoming lessons. (This can also be done at the Planning PLC next week).  

 

Pre-Work for next week’s PLC: Teachers should come to the next PLC having already read the text that they will be 

teaching.  

Week 3 

9/18 

Facilitate Planning PLC:  

• PLC Goals: 

o Teachers will be able to determine the central understanding of an identified text  

o Teachers will be able to determine the qualitative aspects of complexity for their identified text and 

will determine what about the text will be challenging for students. 

o Teachers will be able to plan instruction that keeps text at the center of the lesson in ways that 

honor the text’s central understanding and addresses aspects of complexity and will commit to 

making specific changes to instructional practice that result in students doing the cognitive lift of 

the lesson (CA 3).  

 

• Teachers use the Intellectual Preparation Note-Catcher (optional), text complexity rubric, and the identified text 

to engage in a text talk with their grade level teams. Teachers should come to consensus in their teams about 

the text’s central understanding and be clear about what evidence in the text supports that. They should also 

discuss what about the text (qualitative aspects of complexity: meaning, structure, language etc.) might be most 

challenging for students. (PLC lead comes prepared knowing the texts and having an opinion about the texts’ 

central understandings and complexity placement). (20 minutes)  

 

• Use the information learned from the text-talk to plan instruction. Teachers can use the IPG for “Tell-Tale Heart” 

and the Who is Doing the Work document as guides to plan instruction for their identified text. Each teacher 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1w7T4l_9cNF876mY_aorCUnoqavasK9Y6/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1M3_-xGQf0_7rAgOAOKEs-jDwfEQ-yCGe/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1t-s1gaBHl0Io7dcbHr_eIMlsmVLJUr-x/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1omnjDrDWTNSQ8rHcztJsLPUAw-dOGXxi/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ZRPuWE83F3rW5MRH92MNhrCF5ybP_4no/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1M3_-xGQf0_7rAgOAOKEs-jDwfEQ-yCGe/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1M3_-xGQf0_7rAgOAOKEs-jDwfEQ-yCGe/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1bYwyvPIeMqROgBZUuoGyV6JyopiLQy_T/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1s4iNiqe5E70ORMTwOUAbfCxFglm6s1pz/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ZRPuWE83F3rW5MRH92MNhrCF5ybP_4no/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1M3_-xGQf0_7rAgOAOKEs-jDwfEQ-yCGe/view?usp=sharing


 
 

 

should identify a specific indicator from CA3 as well as a micro-move from the Who is Doing the Work document 

to incorporate in planning. Teachers should plan to implement specific instructional moves into instruction.  

 

• If teachers have not completed the 1st page of the Commitment and Reflection Template, they should do so 

now.  

 

Pre-Work for next PLC: Teachers should implement specific instructional move/ micro change in instruction over the 

course of the next few weeks. PLC Lead should plan to observe instruction and provide coaching feedback using each 

teacher’s commitment template and the IPGs (to inform focus area) before the next PLC. 

During this week, PLC Lead observes instruction focused on the instructional moves teachers identified on their 

Reflection template in last week’s Planning PLC. (Use the IPG as a coaching tool – focus on Core Actions 1 and 3 and be 

sure to have the instructional moves teachers identified in mind as you observe instruction and provide feedback). 

Week 4 

9/25 

Facilitate Mini-reflective and Planning PLC, reflecting on student learning and instructional practice and work with 

teachers to make adjustments to plans. 

• PLC Goals: 

o Teachers will reflect on the successes and challenges they experienced in implementing their 

identified instructional moves and will make adjustments to their plans for the upcoming week/s. 

 

• Lead teachers in a discussion of the questions outlined on the first part of page 2 on the Reflection template (see 

below). Teachers do not need to complete the template in this PLC.  

 

• Help teachers make the adjustments brought up in the conversation. They should spend the rest of the time 

planning, making sure to be specific about how they will include the instructional move they committed to last 

week in their plans. Focus on what teachers will be doing differently. Use the Who is Doing the Work document 

as a resource as needed. 

Week 5 

10/2 

Facilitate Mini-reflective PLC, reflecting on student learning and instructional practice and work with teachers to 

make adjustments to plans. 

• PLC Goals: 

o Teachers will reflect on the successes and challenges they experienced in implementing their 

identified instructional moves and will make adjustments to their plans for the upcoming week/s. 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1omnjDrDWTNSQ8rHcztJsLPUAw-dOGXxi/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1M3_-xGQf0_7rAgOAOKEs-jDwfEQ-yCGe/view?usp=sharing


 
 

 

• Have teachers complete the first part of page 2 of the Commitment and Reflection Template. See image below: 

 

• Lead teachers in a discussion of the questions outlined on the first part of page 2 on the Reflection template (see 

above). 

• Help teachers make the adjustments brought up in the conversation. 

• Have teachers identify what *student work they will bring next week to determine what impact instruction has 

had on student learning. 

 

Pre-Work for next week’s PLC: Teachers should come to next week’s PLC with graded student work for 5 students. See 

notes below – use them to help ground your teachers in the purpose behind this work: outcomes for students. 

*Student Work: Teachers should choose an assignment that students completed independently (without direct 

teacher support). The assignment should be centered around the text’s central understanding and aligned to grade 

level standards. It should be significant in determining students’ understanding of the central idea/s presented in the 

text (not a Do Now and preferably not a Multiple Choice assessment/quiz). Assignments should be scored prior to 

the PLC and teachers should provide the rubric/scoring guide used to score the assignment. 

Students: This year, we will focus on monitoring the impact that this work is having on students and will pay specific 

attention to this during the final Reflective PLC of the cycle. We will select a group of 5 students who represent a 

range of performance levels. Teachers will bring a completed and scored assignment (see student work note above) 

for each of the 5 identified students. Teachers will analyze student work in PLC in order to identify areas of strength 

and areas for growth and use this data to determine the overall impact of instruction, identify needed support and 

adjust instructional strategy. Teachers will engage in this process for the same five students throughout the school 

year (in the final Reflective PLC of each cycle) in order to determine students’ growth over time as a result of changes 

being made to instructional approach as well as the intellectual preparation process.  

Week 6 

10/9 

Facilitate final reflective PLC of the cycle, reflecting on student learning and instructional practice.  

• PLC Goals: 

o Teachers will reflect on the impact of this cycle’s work on student performance. 

o Teachers will determine what supports and/or adjustments are needed for Cycle 2. 

 

• PLC Lead facilitates a discussion centered on the student work samples. Complete an analysis of student work 

(identifying areas of strength and areas for growth) using the Looking at Student Work Protocol. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1omnjDrDWTNSQ8rHcztJsLPUAw-dOGXxi/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1g5-qwG1PtHH906RxkvQ47BdrH11ni1WA/view?usp=sharing


 
 

 

 

 

• Teachers complete the latter portion of page 2 of the Commitment and Reflection Template during PLC time. 

See image below: 

 

 

• PLC Leads facilitate a discussion about teacher reflections and student work and identify next steps. 

PLC Lead – scan or take pictures of graded student work, rubrics and tasks as well as completed Commitment and 

Reflection templates and send them to Nicola (nicola.martin@tntp.org) as soon as possible so that we can use this 

information to customize our approach to Cycle 2’s PLCs. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1omnjDrDWTNSQ8rHcztJsLPUAw-dOGXxi/view?usp=sharing
mailto:nicola.martin@tntp.org
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