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Preface

Like any other avid reader, I used to think I knew a lot about

reading. But most of those times I was wrong. I did well in

high school and went to Princeton and thought I knew how

to read: wrong. Graduated with a degree in comparative

literature and was sure I knew what good readers do: again,

wrong. Sure, I knew how to analyze poems, stories, novels,

and plays. If pressed, I could translate Baudelaire. But on

the day I started teaching high school English, I realized it

didn't matter. After all of that schooling, I didn't know what

to do with students who struggled to read.

Like many high school teachers, I'd expected students to

know how to read by the time they reached me. Wasn't that

the rule? Since I'd always loved reading, I had no idea what

their problems were, much less how to solve them. Entering

the classroom in 1987 through the Alternate Route, I had no

training in how to teach reading and very little in how to

teach writing.

As a result, when my students were confused, I was

equally baffled. But I was determined to figure out how to

help them.

So I did what I usually do to solve problems: I read about

them and tried to apply what I was learning. Over time—far

too long for some students, who suffered through numerous

experiments with remarkable patience—I learned enough

about reading and writing to be dangerous. My students

passed state tests and went on to college. Based on those

results, I felt like I had some useful ideas to share. So, after

teaching high school for fourteen years, I left the classroom

to become a literacy consultant.

That's when I began to grasp how little I truly knew.



My first clients were inner-city elementary and middle

school teachers who wanted to put their students on a

trajectory to college. They trusted me, since my students

(from Newark, New Jersey) had all gone to college. But

unlike me, they didn't expect their students to be fully

formed adult readers or eloquent writers. They needed

strategies. From me.

In a semipanic, I bought stacks of books, and they rescued

me. They're cited throughout this book, and most are also

listed in the Recommended Reading chapter. Working with

teachers in dozens of schools, I tested and retested every

approach I could find or create. Learning how to teach

reading—comprehension, that is (I still know less than I

would like to about phonics and decoding)—led me to

develop ideas about What I Wish I'd Known. I created a

Website called The Literacy Cookbook and began to write

this book, thinking to myself, If only I could go back and

show my struggling first-year-teacher self how to teach

students how to read and write more effectively.

Alas, I cannot go back in time. But I am pleased to offer

this book and the additional materials on my Website

(http://www.literacycookbook.com) to you, in the hope that

you might succeed with students where many, many times I

failed. With nothing but the deepest humility, I submit these

ideas to you and hope they help.

http://www.literacycookbook.com/


Introduction

One day while talking with an English teacher at a low-

performing high school, I asked him what his biggest

challenges were. He replied that the students' writing skills

were “horrible” and added, “They don't read.”

I asked him, “How much of your time is spent teaching

them reading skills or strategies?”

He admitted, “Not much,” and said that he didn't know

what to do because “they aren't motivated.” Then he asked

me for help.

Grateful for his invitation and having observed how tall his

students were, I began with a basketball analogy: If you took

a boy who'd never played basketball in his life—never

played pickup, never had it in gym class—and threw him

into the middle of a game, how would he feel? If he couldn't

even do a layup, how “motivated” would he be? The same is

true for reading. Sure, after you're born, you're supposed to

be read to, but many children are not. And then when you

start school, you're supposed to be taught how to read—but

still some children are not. And then year after year, you

struggle because no one is teaching you how to read—how

to really dig into a book, how to fall in love with words—and

then you get to high school and they expect you to be good

at reading. And you're not. You're frustrated and your

teachers are disappointed. And they aren't sure how to help

you.

This scenario, sadly, is far too common, both for students

and for teachers.

As one of my friends who is an English teacher recently

remarked, English teachers have it hard. “The curriculum is

like a big tent,” he said. “There's so much in there: reading,

writing, grammar, vocabulary, novels, plays, poetry … It's



hard to decide what to do and where to spend your time.

Even if they hand you a curriculum, you're not sure how to

prioritize everything.”

As confusing as it is for English teachers, literacy

instruction is even more perplexing for teachers of other

subjects. How are they supposed to teach reading and

writing on top of World War II and photosynthesis? What are

they supposed to do with students who don't like to read?

How can they help their students comprehend the material?

How can they help them write more clearly?

The purpose of this book is to provide all teachers (not just

English teachers) with a coherent set of principles to inform

their decision making around literacy instruction, including

dozens of practical tools and directions—recipes, if you will

—for how to teach reading, writing, speaking, and listening.

The materials in this book (and on the accompanying

Website) are aligned with the English Language Arts

Common Core Standards and will definitely put your

students on the path to college. (PS: For more information

on the Common Core State Standards, see

http://www.corestandards.org. Also, check out the TLC

“Standards” page for the K–12 ELA Common Core Standards

Tracking Sheet, which lists each grade's standards in a

separate spreadsheet. A snippet of this document, which is

particularly handy when writing or evaluating curriculum,

appears in the Appendix of this book.)

How to Use This Book
The book is divided into BASIC INGREDIENTS, ENTRÉES, and

DESSERTS. Every so often you will also find a Doggie Bag of

questions to take away and reflect on. These questions will

help you review the material and ensure that you're on track

to apply what you've learned. Hint: You might want to

http://www.corestandards.org/


preview these questions before you read each section, as

they can also provide a useful guide to key points.

Where should you start? Although you can certainly dive in

anywhere, it will make the most sense if you read through

the BASIC INGREDIENTS first. The ENTRÉES then show

compelling ways to combine the BASIC INGREDIENTS, and

they offer detailed guidance on how to help students

succeed at fundamental tasks such as persuasive writing,

research papers, and test preparation. The DESSERTS

section includes, naturally, a scrumptious recommended

reading list and the Appendix, where you'll find a handful of

extra-sweet resources.

The book begins with COMPREHENSION, explaining the

comprehension process, the importance of background

knowledge, and the four key critical reading skills. Note that

COMPREHENSION is not just about reading comprehension;

it's about comprehension in general. The “text” could be a

written passage or a painting, a song, a funny smell, or even

the defense on a basketball court. The comprehension

process underlies everything that we do. How well we

comprehend affects how much we learn in every subject.

The next basic ingredient, READING, describes what good

reading entails, discusses the importance of nonfiction,

identifies characteristics of different types of readers,

addresses the values of independent and guided reading,

and explains how to teach students to read strategically.

This chapter includes an array of before-, during-, and after-

reading strategies; advice on how to use textbooks more

effectively; and some tips about reading workshop.

WRITING explores why we write and how to teach students

how to write, period. This chapter also identifies what

students struggle with the most when they write and

provides solutions to these problems. It also offers an

overview of writing workshop and explains how to use



mentor texts and rubrics, how to teach grammar, and how

to spend less time grading papers.

SPEAKING AND LISTENING explains why oral fluency

matters so much and reveals how you can train students to

listen and speak more effectively. It deals with logistical

challenges that teachers face during class discussions and

describes how to run Socratic Seminars that will have

students begging for more. Also included are descriptions of

two Book Talk Projects that are guaranteed to keep

audiences awake and engaged.

The ENTRÉES illustrate how to teach students to write

persuasively in a way that is also tasty. These chapters also

show how to connect reading, writing, and test preparation

and how to write your own critical reading questions. If you

don't know what DBQs are, you will probably be excited to

learn that you can use the DBQ (Document-Based Question)

approach no matter what subject you teach. In these

chapters, you will also find a Research Paper Guide, a

Literary Response Paper Writing Guide, and suggestions for

how to use novels in history, social studies, and science.

In short, there is something here for everyone. In fact,

there is more available than what is physically here!

Throughout the book, you will find references (and if you're

using an e-reader, hyperlinks) to numerous additional

documents available on The Literacy Cookbook Website,

http://www.literacycookbook.com. The directions that follow

explain how to gain access to those materials.

http://www.literacycookbook.com/


How to Use The Literacy

Cookbook Website
The Literacy Cookbook (TLC) Website offers hundreds and

hundreds of documents that you can download instantly

(http://www.literacycookbook.com). Plus, they are in Word

format, so you can modify them easily.

This book comes with a one-time free thirty-day trial

subscription and 50 percent off annual membership for

those who would like to extend their access. New materials

are added to the Website frequently!

To begin your one-time free trial membership, go to the

TLC “Join or Renew” page:

http://www.literacycookbook.com/register.php.

Then sign up (it takes less than a minute!) and enter the

following code: TLCFREE.

You will receive immediate e-mail confirmation with your

user name and password, which will then give you unlimited

access to all of the files mentioned throughout this book,

plus many more in The Download Zone. If you're reading

this book with an e-reader and you're logged into the

Website, simply click on the hyperlinks to instantly access

any files you desire.

At the end of your free trial, you will be prompted to

extend your subscription to a full year at half price. Simply

click on the prompting link and sign up. You can pay by

credit card in less than a minute. Note: If you need to pay

via purchase order or check, you'll see directions on how to

do that, too.

So, let's get started.

http://www.literacycookbook.com/
http://www.literacycookbook.com/register.php


Part One

Basic Ingredients

If you read normal (food-based) cookbooks, you've probably

noticed how much emphasis the authors place on using

high-quality ingredients. One recommendation you see all

the time is, “Always cook with wine you would be willing to

drink.” Although this may say something about chefs'

drinking habits, the point is well taken: what you put into a

meal will determine what you get out of it. The same is true

for classroom instruction.

Throughout much of my teaching career, while I had a

clear sense of how important it was to cook with good wine,

I knew relatively little about the comprehension process or

how to teach the skills involved in reading, writing,

speaking, and listening. I muddled through and learned

more as I went, but in retrospect I am sure I missed many

opportunities to deliver lessons that were as delicious or

effective as they could have been.



Some people think that excellent teachers are simply born

that way. I believe they're wrong. While some individuals

might possess wonderful instincts or charisma, every great

teacher I've met has demonstrated a firm grasp of the

content and skills that students need in order to succeed,

and as my dad would say, these things are “fact-sensitive.”

In other words, you can learn them. You can master them.

You can become great, too. The BASIC INGREDIENTS

chapters will help you with that.



Chapter One

Comprehension

What Is Comprehension,

and Why Is It Important?
In When Kids Can't Read: What Teachers Can Do, Kylene

Beers calls comprehension “both a product and a process,”1

which makes it a little tricky. You go through the process and

arrive at a destination or create something. The possibilities

for getting stuck or creating something imperfect are

endless. But if we know how the process works, we can

avoid obstacles (or overcome them), end up somewhere

rewarding, and create something powerful.

Reading, writing, and oral fluency are the purest and most

common expressions of comprehension. When students

read, write, or speak, they are demonstrating how much

they comprehend. Comprehension and literacy are thus

inextricably intertwined. This explains why the Achievement

Gap is, in fact, a literacy gap. Students who struggle to

comprehend also struggle to perform in every academic

area: they fail to absorb information, fail to solve problems,

and fail to express ideas effectively. So here's the bottom

line: no matter what grade or subject you teach, you need

to understand the comprehension process and you need to

teach literacy.



My Theory of

Comprehension
I know I'm not the first person to theorize about reading

comprehension. Plenty of people have written on this topic.

Nevertheless, I feel compelled to share my own theory. I

think of it as “Climbing the Comprehension Process Stairs.”

Let me explain this more fully. And please note: this is a

theory of comprehension in general, not just reading

comprehension. It applies to listening, seeing, smelling,

touching—everything you do in order to try to understand.

So, you encounter a “text,” and that “text” could be a

picture, a song, a sign, a book, or even the defense on a

basketball court.

As you approach the “text,” the first thing you do—a thing

you will repeatedly do—is access your prior knowledge or

skills that relate to this “text.” As illustrated in the

Comprehension Process Stairs, your prior knowledge and

skills might include previous experiences, the context, texts

previously read or academic content knowledge, and

knowledge of conventions such as genre, grammar, and

syntax. You use your prior knowledge and skills first to



orient yourself to the “text,” then in your initial attempt to

“paraphrase” it. In other words, you begin to use what you

know to put the “text” into your own words.

If the text involves words, you will need to unpack the

vocabulary, unpack the grammar and syntax, and draw

inferences from idioms. (More on para-phrasing in a

moment.)

If the “text” is a basketball game and you're a point

guard dribbling up-court, you would use your prior

knowledge of defenses (countless hours of practice) to

observe how the defense is setting up and think, “Oh,

they're playing man-to-man.”

If you're reading a story and it says, “The man fell

down,” you would use your prior knowledge of

vocabulary to paraphrase that to “He collapsed.” PS:

Some people think paraphrasing means “simplifying.” I

prefer to think of it as “putting it in your own words,

using the strongest vocabulary possible.”

Once you've paraphrased this bit of “text,” you

immediately ask questions about it. These questions are

also based on your prior knowledge and skills. Some

people do this so quickly that they don't even notice

they've done it. By contrast, many students don't do it



very well, if at all. Why? If you lack prior knowledge and

skills relating to the “text,” you don't know what to ask.

Also, if you struggle to paraphrase the text (if it's

figuratively or literally Greek to you), it will be difficult to

generate questions other than “What does that mean?”

Even if you are able to paraphrase the text, if you don't

have frequent practice in explaining things logically, you

might not think of the most logical questions to ask.

When people wring their hands about how “kids can't

think critically,” part of the problem is that students lack

background knowledge and part is that they lack

experience in questioning and explaining.

In the case of our point guard, the most logical

question would be, “Which offensive play should I

call?”

In the case of the Falling Man, you would wonder,

“Why did he collapse?”

The next step—again, often done at lightning speed—is

to use your prior knowledge and skills in an attempt to

answer the question. If you've seen a text like this before

or are highly familiar with the situation or content, the

answer might be limited or obvious. Or it might require

some reasoning as you sort through what you know. The

result of this thinking (also called “extended reasoning”)

is an inference.

The point guard might think, “Well, we only have

three different offensive plays to use against a man-

to-man defense, and the first one didn't work, so let

me call our second play and see if we score.”

In wondering why the Falling Man collapsed, I would

quickly recall my various experiences with falling: on

basketball courts (of course), doing aikido (a martial

art I tried for a few months in which the sensei told

me I was “good at falling”—no doubt from

basketball), falling down a flight of stairs, seeing a



man have a seizure at a football game, and tripping

over my sister's roller skates in our bedroom. After I

generated these memories, I would reason that the

“text” didn't say anything about the guy tripping

over anything, and I know that healthy people don't

usually fall down for no reason, so I would draw the

conclusion that “he must have been sick.”

The inference that we draw takes the form of an

explanation, and it becomes an assumption that we hold

onto—that is, part of our “prior” knowledge—until it is

challenged by new information. PS: In the next section,

we'll look at how inferences and explanations are two

sides of the same coin.

In the game, if the play worked, we'd use it again. If

it didn't, we'd try something else the next time down

the court.

If the sentence after “The man fell down” said, “He

should have bought those sneakers with the Velcro

straps,” you would correct your assumption. But if

you don't know what Velcro is, you might not.

Students who encounter unfamiliar vocabulary and

lack word-attack skills or root knowledge tend to skip

over what they don't understand. So they would

continue to believe that the Falling Man was sick.

Incidentally, this problem—walking around with faulty

assumptions—infects students in every subject. In

math, if you're firmly convinced that 5 times 5 is 20,

even if you are able to read a word problem and set

up the correct formula involving 5 times 5, you will

still arrive at the wrong solution. This is why it's so

important to teach accurate content. As Doug Lemov

urges in Teach Like a Champion, we must be vigilant

when conducting class discussions: “Right is Right.

Set and defend a high standard of correctness in your

classroom.”2 If we allow students to walk away with



incorrect assumptions, we are setting them up for

failure.

With each new bit of “text,” we go through the process

over and over: access prior knowledge and skills,

paraphrase using this knowledge, question using this

knowledge, and draw inferences.

For any given “text,” all of our inferences add up to a main

idea, which should be expressed as a complete sentence. In

nonfiction, the main idea is an argument (such as, “Smoking

is horrible for your health”). In fiction or narratives, the main

idea is a theme or message (such as, “Some people will do

crazy things for love.”). One reason why so many students

struggle with main idea is that they have missed inferences

along the way. So their overall comprehension of the text is

like a jigsaw puzzle with so many missing pieces that they

can't see the Big Picture.

A quick note about “theme”: Some people use the terms

theme and topic interchangeably, and students become

confused. One way to remember the difference is that topics

are often single words or phrases, while themes are

expressed as complete sentences. “Love” is a topic. “Love

conquers all” is a theme. It's actually easier to write about a



theme because you can answer the questions How? and

Why? and write something compelling. Topic-oriented

writing generates as much excitement as a grocery list.

For more information on theme-based writing, check out

Chapter Nine, on Teaching with Novels, which includes a

section on Novels in English Language Arts: Literary

Response Paper Writing Guide.

Why Background

Knowledge Is So

Important
If you think about my theory of comprehension, it explains

why we hear different things every time we listen to a song;

why we are able to pay more attention to the use of

language in, say, F. Scott Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby,3

the second or third (or fifteenth) time we read it; and why

Kelly Gallagher (the author of Deeper Reading) and his

daughters see and understand different things while

watching the same baseball game.4 The more we know

about the “text,” the more deeply we are able to “read” it.

We bring our different experiences, skills, and knowledge to

the “text” and see it through our unique lenses; we react to

it in different ways. In short, our experiences shape our

expectations and our actions. We look for different things

and ask different questions based on what we know, so we

do different things with the “text.” For example, whenever I

play basketball with guys, I know they'll try frantically to

block my first shot, so I always fake first. But you don't need

to have years of experience. If you open Me Talk Pretty One

Day by David Sedaris5 and the first essay makes you laugh

out loud, you'll expect the rest of the essays to do the same.


