STEP UP Your Planning to
ENGAGE and INSPIRE ELA Students

~CAD |
WRITE IT

LOVEIT

EMIIE Y
AIERSTOK

B JOSSEY-BASS

A Wiley Brand







Read It
Write It
Love It







Read It
Write It
Love It

STEP Up Your Planning to Engage
and Inspire ELA Students

Emily Aierstok

B3 JOSSEY-BASS

A Wiley Brand




Copyright © 2026 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. All rights reserved, including rights for text and data mining
and training of artificial intelligence technologies or similar technologies.

Published by John Wiley & Sons, Inc., Hoboken, New Jersey.
ISBN’s: 9781394319893 (paperback), 9781394319930 (ePDF), 9781394319916 (epub)

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or
by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise, except as permitted
under Section 107 or 108 of the 1976 United States Copyright Act, without either the prior written permission
of the Publisher, or authorization through payment of the appropriate per-copy fee to the Copyright
Clearance Center, Inc., 222 Rosewood Drive, Danvers, MA 01923, (978) 750-8400, fax (978) 750-4470, or

on the web at www.copyright.com. Requests to the Publisher for permission should be addressed to the
Permissions Department, John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 111 River Street, Hoboken, NJ 07030, (201) 748-6011,

fax (201) 748-6008, or online at http:/ /www.wiley.com/go/permission.

The manufacturer’ s authorized representative according to the EU General Product Safety Regulation is
Wiley-VCH GmbH, Boschstr. 12, 69469 Weinheim, Germany, e-mail: Product_Safety@wiley.com.

Trademarks: Wiley and the Wiley logo are trademarks or registered trademarks of John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
and/or its affiliates in the United States and other countries and may not be used without written permis-
sion. All other trademarks are the property of their respective owners. John Wiley & Sons, Inc. is not
associated with any product or vendor mentioned in this book.

Limit of Liability/Disclaimer of Warranty: While the publisher and the authors have used their best efforts in
preparing this work, including a review of the content of the work, neither the publisher nor the authors make
any representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the contents of this work and
specifically disclaim all warranties, including without limitation any implied warranties of merchantability

or fitness for a particular purpose. No warranty may be created or extended by sales representatives, written
sales materials or promotional statements for this work. The fact that an organization, website, or product is
referred to in this work as a citation and/or potential source of further information does not mean that the
publisher and authors endorse the information or services the organization, website, or product may provide
or recommendations it may make. This work is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged
in rendering professional services. The advice and strategies contained herein may not be suitable for your
situation. You should consult with a specialist where appropriate. Further, readers should be aware that web-
sites listed in this work may have changed or disappeared between when this work was written and when it is
read. Neither the publisher nor authors shall be liable for any loss of profit or any other commercial damages,
including but not limited to special, incidental, consequential, or other damages.

For general information on our other products and services, please contact our Customer Care Department
within the United States at (800) 762-2974, outside the United States at (317) 572- 3993. For product technical
support, you can find answers to frequently asked questions or reach us via live chat at https:/ /support.
wiley.com.

Wiley also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats. Some content that appears in print may not
be available in electronic formats. For more information about Wiley products, visit our web site at www.
wiley.com.

Library of Congress Control Number is Available

Cover Design: Wiley
Cover Image: © Dariia/stock.adobe.com
Author Photo by Stephanie Challis Photography



To my biggest supporter and love, Kevin; to Ava, Max, and Cam, my whole world.






Contents

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

Acknowledgments
About the Author

The STEP Up Planning Technique:
An Introduction

The Magic of Teaching

Planning Is Love

The STEP Up Planning System
How This Book Is Organized

Planning for Your Learners

Lesson Planning Essentials

Know Your Learners

Reading and Writing Autobiographies

Data Collection Strategies

Using Data for Good

Using Data to Empower

Reading Data

Writing Data

Modifying Assignments: Same Goal;
Different Play

Augment with Al: Differentiating Instruction

vii



viii

Contents

SECTION 1

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

SECTION 2

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

S Is for Standard
Choosing North Star Standards
Framing Your Lessons

You Had Me at Hello (with Bell Ringers)

Build Your Frame with Standards-Based Bell
Ringers

Hands-On Bell Ringer Experiences
Augment with Al: Generating Bell Ringers

Goodbye for Now

(with Standards-Based Exit Tickets)
Use Exit Tickets as a Frame

Create Out-of-Time Exit Tickets

Use Exit Tickets to Extend Learning
Augment with Al: Generating Exit Tickets

T Is for Text

Heart and Stretch Texts

Identify Appropriate Heart Texts

Add Stretch Texts

Love It: A Close Reading Routine

Use Text-Based Questions

Augment with Al: Using Al to Scaffold
Close Reading

Independent Reading That Works
Create Reading Journals

The Power of Setting Reading Goals
Independent Reading Engagement
and Accountability

Motivate Reluctant Readers

35
36
40

43

44
48
51

55
56
57
58
59

61

63
63
64
66
77

80

83
84
88

89
95



CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

SECTION 3

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

Write Letters About Literature
Augment with Al: Using Al to Engage Readers

Authors as Teachers

Reading as Writers

Teach Purpose and Audience with Mentor Texts
You Have Style: Learning Style from Authors
Break It Down: Using Mentor Sentences
Augment with Al: Finding Mentor Texts

Building Community

Encourage Community from Day One
Give Students Ownership of the Classroom
Ditch Rules: Make a Class Motto

Build Reading and Writing Communities
Augment with Al: Tools That Build
Community

E Is for Engage

Choosing Engaging Topics

Get to Know Your Students

Connect to the Texts

Build Authentic Experiences

Tap into Prior Knowledge

Augment with Al: Finding Topics That Engage

Engaging with Media Literacy

Lateral Reading: A Yearlong Skill

Utilize SIFT Information and Author’s Purpose
Implement an Article of the Week Routine
Augment with Al: Finding Online Sources

for Practice

Contents

96
102

107
107
110
114
115
118

121
121
124
126
129

133
137

141
142
143
146
147
157

161
161
164
166

169



Contents

SECTION 4

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

P Is for Planning from the Assessment

Grades as Communication

Failure Leads to Growth

Feedback Over Grades

The Power of Retakes and Revisions
Alternatives to Grading Behavior
Augment with Al: Using Al to Extend
Teacher Grading Practices

Use Rubric Templates

Designing Assessments
Authentic Assessment Inspiration
Augment with Al: Using an

Assessment Generator

Tackling Standardized Testing
Empower Student Test Takers

Embed Test Prep All Year Long

Conduct Student-Led Data Analysis
Make Test Prep Fun! (Yes, It’s Possible)
Augment with Al: Adopting Al Test Prep

Empower Students with Grammar
Teach Grammar with Authors
Teach Grammar Through Writing

Teach Targeted Grammar Lessons

Augment with Al: Utilizing Al as a Grammar

Coach

Feedback That Works
The Power of the Proofreading List

Revision Stations

171

177
177
181
190
193

198
199

201
204

222

223
224
225
228
230
234

235
236
237
238

239

241
242
245



CHAPTER 16

CONCLUSION

The 10-Minute Teacher Conference
Augment with Al: Using Al to Extend Feedback

Getting Kids Actively Learning
Creating a Movement-Friendly Classroom
On-Your-Feet ELA Activities

Augment with Al: Using Al to Brainstorm
On-Your-Feet experiences

A Final Word: Tips for Longevity in
the ELA Classroom

Index

Contents

247
249

251
253
256

258

259

261

Xi






Acknowledgments

This Book was largely written in spaces in between soccer games, sports
practices, and school. Teaching and parenting are a constant balancing
act, and my husband Kevin made that balance possible. He helped me
to laugh, find time to sing and dance, and provided me with unlimited
hugs, support, and peanut butter M&Ms. Kevin, I am forever grateful
for your love and encouragement and your willingness to listen to all of
my big, wild ideas.

My kids have watched me write this book during long car rides, on
the sidelines, and through a year of after schools and weekends. They’ve
survived on frozen pizzas, done the dishes, and ran wild in the neigh-
borhood while I fine-tuned these pages. Ava, Max, and Camden, thank
you for supporting me, cheering me on, and making my heart burst with
pride. Most of all, thank you for the inspiration to be the best version of
myself. Seeing you fall in love with learning, seeing you succeed and
work hard in school, and seeing you appreciate the wonders of the world
fills my heart.

To my parents, who instilled creativity into the core of my being;
who took me to art museums, provided me with unlimited paints,
colored pencils, and sketch books; who encouraged me to write; who
shoved me outside and into nature every single day; who taught me
empathy and love even in the darkness—thank you for the encouraging
start to this beautiful life.

xiii



Xiv

Acknowledgments

A heartfelt thank-you to my editor, Sam Ofman, for reaching out
to me, guiding me through this entire process, and trusting my experi-
ence and expertise as a writer and educator. Being recognized as an
expert and professional is something teachers don’t take for granted;
for that, I am forever grateful. Pura Vida! I am also deeply apprecia-
tive of my developmental editor Kezia Endsley, whose insight and
thoughtful direction helped give my work shape and clarity, and to
my managing editor Navin Vijayakumar, for guiding this project with
care and precision.

To my students, my rays of sunshine in the darkness, my hope for
the future, my joy, and my laughter, you remind me that the world is
full of magic and possibility. For more than 20 years, you have shaped
me as an educator and as a person. I am better because of the light you
bring into my life and the belly laughs you bring on a daily basis.
Seeing you grow and find your voice is one of my greatest joys. This
book is, in so many ways, for you.

Most importantly, to my fellow teachers, you are the inspiration
behind this book. I have worked with, witnessed, and experienced the
expertise, sacrifice, beauty, art, science, and research of this profession
for my entire life as a student, teacher, colleague, community member,
and parent. What you do matters. What you do is shape our future and
make the world a better place. You are so beautiful and special, and my
dream is that this book helps to make teaching the best it can be for
each one of you. You deserve the world. Thank you.



About the Author

Emily Aierstok has been
teaching in the Capital
Region of New York State
since 2000, first as a substi-
tute teacher, then as a spe-
cial education teacher, and
finally as a high school and
middle school ELA teacher.
She has spent most of her
career in the seventh-grade
ELA classroom working to
instill a love of reading in
her students while helping
them to find the power of
voice in writing. Emily is a fierce advocate for her students and for pub-
lic education, the mom of three strong children of her own, and married
to fellow teacher, best friend, and colleague, Kevin Aierstok.

Beyond the classroom, Emily has written two books, presented
nationally with Keeping the Wonder and Get Your Teach On, trained
teachers locally as part of New York State’s transition to new standards,
worked as curriculum ambassador in her home district and the sur-
rounding Capital Region, and coached and advised various sports and

Xv



XVi

About the Author

clubs. Her greatest professional accomplishment is seeing each of her
students grow up to be a successful and caring human being.

Emily’s greatest joys are her family and friends. Emily and her
husband have taught at the same school for their entire careers
through two schools; he is Emily’s biggest cheerleader, supporter, and
the love of her life. Emily’s three kids are her whole world, and she’s
had the magical experience of having each of them in class in her
small school. Growing up, Emily’s parents were deeply invested in
public education as volunteers, which instilled her passion for learn-
ing to this day. Education and public schools are a family affair! Emily
and her family love learning and are passionate about serving their
quaint, picturesque, amazing community of Greenwich, New York.



The STEP Up Planning

o

[echnique: An
Introduction

It Starts with a single moment—helping a reluctant student find their
voice in writing, supporting a child as they use narrative writing as their
therapy, making nouns and verbs something relatable and engaging.
I see you in those moments, handing a stack of books custom-picked
for the child who claims to hate reading. I see you grading for hours
and hours because you know the value of feedback. I see you teaching
a nearly perfect lesson and then reflecting on all the ways it could have
been better. I see you welcoming a student into your classroom who
struggled to behave the day before, and I see that the thought of sup-
porting that student kept you up at night researching and thinking of
a solution. As a teacher who has spent the past 23 years and counting
in the middle school classroom doing the work, I see you, and I'm so
incredibly proud of the work you're doing every single day.

'The Magic of Teaching

If there’s one thing I know about teachers, it’s that their whole heart is in
their classrooms. There is magic in teaching, and a big chunk of that
magic is love—the relationships between kids and teachers—something
that is built quite naturally through day-to-day interactions, through
showing how much you care about your students, and through conver-
sations and a simple, “How are you doing today?” But there’s also
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something else, another form of magic that can revolutionize your
classroom and take students on the fast track to learning. This type of
magic is not the kind that’s romanticized in movies or in stories about
your favorite teacher from growing up, but without it, the magic is a
lot less possible.

What is this second kind of magic? Structure. It’s the structure of
a lesson that supports your students so they have the cognitive space
to reach new heights. It’s structure that makes lessons predictable in a
way that makes students feel safe enough to take risks. It’s structure
that replaces traditional classroom management so you can focus
more on teaching and building relationships and less on behaviors.

My first full-time teaching job was in 2001, out of my content area.
I was hired as an English Language Arts (ELA) teacher, but the teacher
in the position I was filling decided not to retire. I was crushed, but
the district offered me something new—a position in high school spe-
cial education. The school received special permission to allow me to
teach out of my content area. I was terrified. That first year, I left school
many days in tears. I had students whose parents were addicted to
crack. I had students who were facing bullying and racism. I had zero
budget, and my students did not have any books in their 12-1-1 class-
room, a huge injustice and inequality for students who deserved a
complete education. While I wouldn’t describe that first year as magic,
it was love that got my students and me through.

While the rest of the ninth-grade students were reading Romeo and
Juliet, my students, who ranged in age from 13 to 18 with reading lev-
els starting at pre-K, had zero set curriculum. I found an adapted ver-
sion of Romeo and Juliet that was accessible to my students, and we
made sock puppets modeled after the character descriptions, a Globe
theater based on the history of Shakespeare’s theater that we
researched, and we acted out the entire play. My kids could access
Shakespeare if they had a ladder allowing them to reach the same
heights as their classmates. When the rest of the ninth grade had
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access to novels, my students had none. The previous teacher used
magazines for all of the students’ reading lessons, but I knew the stu-
dents in front of me deserved to experience novels in their hands.
I begged and borrowed until I had a full set of the novel, Bridge to
Terabithia by Katherine Paterson. I hadn’t figured out the structured
elements of teaching, but I did know love, and I knew that kids, no
matter their ability level, economic status, or social situation, deserved
to escape into stories and find their voices in writing. They had stories
to tell, and I had a passion for helping them tell their stories.

The next school year, I got married, and my husband and I moved
to the district where we both currently teach, where our three children
attend school, and where we hope to teach for the rest of our careers.
I've been in the same classroom teaching middle school ELA, high
school summer school, and Academic Intervention Services (AIS)
since 2002.

In 2017, at the encouragement of my colleagues, I decided to use
all of my classroom experience and my passion for researching and
writing to help other teachers. I started Read it Write it Learn it, my cur-
riculum writing and consulting business where I have published more
than 170 standards- and research-based materials, lessons, and units.
On my blog, www.readitwriteitlearnit.com, I share my ideas
and detail my experiences in the classroom with the hopes of inspir-
ing the next generation of educators by not only giving them ideas but
also by saving them precious time so they can better focus on their
students. You will find all of these ideas and my favorite resources
that I use in my own middle school classroom in this book.

This school year, I had the magical opportunity to teach several
children of students I taught my first year of teaching. I think back to
that first year, and all I can reflect is. . .  had no idea what I was doing.
When I reflect on who I was as a teacher and who I am as a teacher
today, there are common threads—and love is definitely one of them.
I've spent a lot of time building relationships, making sure my students
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trust me, getting to know my students so I can tap into their prior
knowledge and outside passions and motivate each student to learn,
and working to ensure all of my students have access to learning. How-
ever, there are stark differences between my first year of teaching and
now, specifically when it comes to practice—methods I've learned and
grown as I've reflected and adapted year after year for more than
20 years of teaching.

The number-one difference and the number-one game-changer
that has made my teaching complete is structure.

When I think of you, I know your classroom is a home you create
for your students. I know you are an expert in your craft, even on the
days you don't feel like it. Like so many of us, I also know you're con-
stantly reflecting and improving what you do in the classroom. This
book, Read It Write It Love It, is designed to bring teachers just like you
to the next level, to a place where your classroom runs smoothly and
effortlessly. This book is designed to structure the behind-the-scenes
work that shapes your classroom, making management a breeze and
allowing you to focus on what matters most—your students.

I'm excited to share my reflections and the lessons I've learned
about combining a love of your students and of reading and writing
with structure. With a few sprinkles of planning magic, you can reflect
back knowing not only your classroom space has made students feel
loved, but your teaching practices also allowed students to reach new
heights in reading and writing.

When I look back on my first year of teaching, I see a classroom
full of kids excited to learn. I poured every ounce of my love and
energy into my teaching. Kids ate lunch with me every day. I coached
and advised clubs and practically lived at school. Since then, I've
learned a healthier balance to avoid burnout.  have a family and three
kids of my own, and having a healthy life outside of school is an
essential part of being the best teacher I can be. The planning and
grading practices I share in this book will help you with balance, too.
It is possible to show love to your students and to yourself, I promise.
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Those early years of teaching, I read In the Middle by Nancie Atwell
and fully embraced reading and writing workshops; I was really good
at getting my kids excited about reading and finding their voices in
writing, but I struggled with classroom management. I loved my stu-
dents and they loved me, but my students didn’t always read. I knew
some students were dishonest about their reading (one student infa-
mously moved his bookmark without having read a word), but
I wasn’t sure how to balance their strengths, needs, and struggles with
accountability and authentic learning experiences.

In those first years, I did everything in my power to engage my
students and inspire learning, something I still do today, but I've
learned that the most important elements of classroom management
don’t happen on the fly—they happen during planning. Having a
clear, structured plan for every class period is where most of my class-
room management takes place today. Anticipating students’ needs
based on data and samples I've collected happens before a lesson. The
words love and structure might feel like a juxtaposition; however, it is
the planning and structure of your lessons that will make room for the
most magical experiences with your students.

xXXi

Planning Is Love

When the Common Core standards were just released, I worked for
New York State training teachers on how to adapt their curriculum.
New York State released heavily scripted modules aligned to the
standards, and most of what I did in teacher trainings was reassure
teachers that they did not need to completely change their curriculum
or philosophies—teachers did not want to exchange the magic that
was happening in their classrooms for scripted curriculum, and my
whole heart agreed. Instead of following the scripted curriculum,
I trained teachers on how to adapt the amazing work they were
already doing to target the standards and become better focused on
key skills. That work of targeting standards in creative, authentic, and
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meaningful ways has shaped the work I do today. Teachers—you—
are the experts.

I'am not a better teacher today because I have completely changed
my curriculum or philosophies. The heart of my teaching is the same
as it was my first year of teaching. What I have mastered, and what
I'm sharing with you, is structure.

The STEP Up Planning System

Today, my lessons have a clear structure and focus. I have always had
a passion for planning, and I've come to learn that planning is love.
Through trial and error, I have developed the STEP Up planning tech-
nique that I use today. STEP is an acronym for Standard, Text, Engage,
and Plan. Up is a reminder to get kids on their feet and actively learn-
ing because middle schoolers have Energy with a capital E that we
can tap into.

Using the STEP Up technique, each lesson I write builds on the
next and works toward students building mastery of North Star
standards, the standards that, like the North Star, provide direction.
There is purpose behind everything my students do, from the inten-
sive writing units to the fun escape rooms, and that purpose is tied to
a standard and that standard is both formally and informally assessed,
reflected on, and transparent. Kids know why they’re learning, they
understand the process, and they have the opportunity to reflect, self-
assess, and, if necessary, relearn.

There are so many initiatives in education that require extra work
and time teachers simply don’t have. The practices I share in this book
will not only help you improve your technique as a teacher but also
save you time. The STEP Up lesson planning technique gives you the
ingredients you need to be successful, and they quickly become sec-
ond nature. Not only does planning become easier, but with clearly
mapped goals, grading also becomes easier and more efficient.
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To many people, structure means order, and that’s true in my
classroom, but structure also gives my students and me the freedom
to play. Once students have established a routine, something we begin
working on from the very first day of school, cognitive space is freed
up to explore and have fun in the classroom. With structure, class-
room management falls into place, and you can focus on students and
learning. Students know exactly what to expect and what they need to
do, and they are largely in control of their learning within the frame of
each lesson.

Think of units and lessons like the most delicious chocolate chip
cookie. Every chocolate chip cookie recipe has the same essential
ingredients that make the cookies melt in your mouth: chocolate
chips, brown sugar, flour, butter, and a whole lot of love. A good les-
son is much the same. There are common elements that make it work.
When we have a recipe, planning becomes easier. Management
becomes easier. Students are able to achieve more because lessons
naturally build on one another, and every once in a while, you can
throw in some coconut or walnuts to spice things up and make les-
sons fresh and exciting!

The STEP Up Framework

Before I hand out a syllabus to my seventh-grade ELA students, the
first thing students learn is routine. Behind the scenes, our routine is
directly tied to the structure I use to plan our lessons: the STEP Up
planning system. STEP Up is an acronym that drives my lessons and
units and helps to ensure every lesson has the essential elements:

S: Standard

T: Text

E: Engage

P: Plan from the assessment

Up: On-your-feet activities
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Within this frame, I can get creative by coming up with engaging
topics students will love and by planning unique activities that will
capture students’ attention. By choosing standards as a focus, my
North Star standards, I am able to structure lessons within a frame:
Every lesson, no matter how different or creative, begins with a
standards-based bell ringer, which is a three- to five-minute task stu-
dents complete as the bell rings to start our class, and ends with an
exit ticket, which is a task that measures students” understanding of
that standard before students exit the class.

STEP Up in Practice

Picture this: A herd of 12-year-old children enters the junior high hall-
way on the first day of school. Lockers are slamming. Kids huddle in
circles talking about their summers. New sneakers are squeaking
down the hallways. The smell of body spray lingers in the air. Slowly
kids stagger into their first-period classrooms, wrapping up their con-
versations as they make their way to seats.

As students enter their desks, they are greeted with a task dis-
played on the Smartboard and a five-minute timer. This is their first
introduction to bell ringers. The first-day bell ringer typically involves
putting names on supplies and labeling homework folders—it’s
meant to be simple, and it’s meant to establish a clear routine.

After a few days, the bell ringer routine becomes second nature.
Students move from the chaos of the hallway to the familiarity of their
classroom routine. They sit down and open their Chromebooks to
Google Classroom where they find their standards-based bell ringer,
which is also displayed on the board. A five-minute timer ticks down.
A list of necessary supplies for the day’s lesson is also displayed. Stu-
dents complete their bell ringer while the teacher circulates, supports,
and takes care of administrative tasks: taking attendance, catching up
with students who have been absent, and gathering or resetting sup-
plies from the previous class.
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