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1We Begin Again

I n t r o d u c t i o n

We Begin Again
The title for this introduction includes the word again as a nod to 

the title of the introduction in Notice and Note: Strategies for Close 

Reading (Beers and Probst 2013), which is simply “We Begin.” At one 

point we wanted to title this introduction “We Continue,” but that 

suggested that we would have to write a third book, and it would 

have to begin, “We End.” Beginning a book with “We End” didn’t 

sound like a good idea for a plethora of reasons.

So, we began again. Beginning again was hard, perhaps even harder 

than beginning the first book. The challenge wasn’t only that of writ-

ing another book, though that certainly was challenging. It was also the 

problem of telling a second story in a way that would seem as new as the 

first. It required us to challenge ourselves as writers and you as readers.

And we do want this book to challenge you. We want you to pause 

to consider new ideas, mull over comments we make, and mark pas-

sages you want to reread and discuss with colleagues. We want you 

excited to start online conversations, discard what you know isn’t true 

for you, make better what you see you can revise 

for your students, or adopt intact what seems 

immediately applicable. This book was ours as we 

wrote it, but now that it’s finished, it’s yours. Your 

reading is what will make it meaningful.

You
And because it’s your reading that counts, you should know that we 

had you in mind while we were writing this book. We saw you in class-

rooms, standing before twenty or thirty or sometimes forty students 

(and that’s only one class). We saw you arriving early, staying late, lis-

tening intently to students, laughing with them, guiding them, urging 

them, steering them, and always teaching them.

1

This book was ours as we wrote it, 

but now that it’s finished, it’s yours. 

Your reading is what will make it 

meaningful.

For those of you wonder-
ing, “What third book?” our 
plan as of this writing is to 
follow this book on read-
ing nonfiction with a book 
about helping reluctant 
readers. If, however, we 
become reluctant writers, 
that might change. Perhaps 
we’ll write a pamphlet.

t
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We saw you nod as states promised that these new Common Core 

State Standards are the standards we’ve been waiting for, only to be told 

within a year, that, well, we’re not actually going to use these standards 

but are going to adopt our own, only to discover 

that these new standards look a lot like the CCSS. 

We watched you face new assessments, endure new 

evaluations, and accept new policies that demanded 

your salary be tied to how individual children per-

formed on a test. We watched you teach through sal-

ary freezes, increased class sizes, decreased time for 

professional development, and endless onslaughts of 

negative public opinion (coming often from politi-

cians who seem to know very little about the public schools). Through 

it all, you kept doing what matters most: teaching kids. Every day. Like 

postal workers who deliver the mail no matter the weather, you delivered 

instruction even when facing a blizzard of new challenges.

Your Students
Not only did we have you in mind while writing this, but we had your 

students in mind, too: diverse, quirky, funny, solemn, noisy, quiet; 

monolingual, bilingual, trilingual; selfie-snapping, snapchat-chatting, 

text-messaging kids. This is the generation that has declared that email 

is “too slow” (and we had just figured out how to add attachments), 

that Facebook is for old people (and suddenly we aren’t quite as proud 

of our Facebook pages), and that the one-second video is “just about 

the right length.”

There are the kids who make headlines for all the wrong reasons, 

and as we were writing, we were thinking of them too. What have we not 

done? What else should we be doing? Those kids who hurt others, who 

bully some to suicide, who strike out with knives and guns, were kids 

who sat in someone’s classroom. They answered questions (or did not); 

they turned in homework (or did not). They walked our nation’s school-

house hallways, and nobody noticed that something was amiss?

Those kids make the headlines, while far bigger groups of children 

and teens go about their lives making a difference. They stand up for 

those who are put down. They join teams, not gangs. They show up 

for car washes and school math/sports/band/drama/art/debate/FFA 

competitions.

Through it all, you kept doing what 

matters most: teaching kids. Every day. 

Like postal workers who deliver the mail 

no matter the weather, you delivered 

instruction even when facing a blizzard 

of new challenges.

By 2016, every student in 
school will have been born 
in the 21st century. They 
will have grown up with 
the world at their fingertips, 
almost literally. The ubiq-
uitous smart phone, with 
its countless apps and the 
Web’s search engines, put, if 
not everything, then at least 
information about almost 
everything in their pockets.

u



3We Begin Again 3

This is also the generation that cares deeply about the environ-

ment, has logged more volunteer hours in universities than any other 

generation, has started gay-straight alliances on their school campuses, 

and has used the Internet to let people know about child labor issues, 

child poverty, and the plight of child immigrants. These are the kids 

who start antibullying campaigns in their schools, who raise money to 

dig wells for clean drinking water in Africa, who bring to our aware-

ness horrific conditions of children who are forced to work for the 

cocoa bean industry along the Ivory Coast, who cut their hair in soli-

darity with their friends in chemotherapy, who believe in stamping out 

injustice and intolerance.

These kids you teach hate conformity and simultaneously work 

hard to always fit in. Like zebras moving across the Serengeti, they run 

as a herd, changing directions seemingly as one group, and yet, when 

they pause and you look closely, you see that each one has stripes that 

make it unique from the next. These kids you teach des-

perately need outstanding teachers and simultaneously 

need, desperately, not to admit this to anyone.

We watch kids from all walks of life enter your 

schools, some ready to work in your classroom, some 

already working in the world outside. Some leave to 

attend afternoon arts classes or sports events or partici-

pate in school clubs; others leave to rush home to watch siblings, sit-

ting behind locked doors waiting for a parent to arrive home from job 

number two or three.

And some simply wait. They wait for a better tomorrow; they wait 

to discover how something they are learning in school will help them 

escape the street they live on. They wait for someone to notice it’s 

winter and they have no coat; it’s summer and they have no lunch; it’s 

the start of school and they have no one to take them to the store for 

school supplies. They wait for a teacher to show them why knowing 

more will make them hunger less.

And Nonfiction
Writing this book also meant thinking about what nonfiction is, 

about how we would explain that to children and teens, about how 

we read nonfiction differently than we read fiction. Writing this book 

has meant reading a vast amount of nonfiction about things we had 

These kids you teach desperately 

need outstanding teachers and 

simultaneously need, desperately, 

not to admit this to anyone.
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never considered. So, if any of you want to talk about the role of the 

dung beetle in curbing global warming problems, we are here for you! 

It meant reading about one topic from various perspectives. It meant 

thinking about what it means to read history texts, sci-

ence texts, political texts, technical texts, math texts, 

autobiographies, biographies, human interest stories, 

essays, op-eds, how-to books, and anything else that 

falls into the very large category called nonfiction.

It meant asking you how you teach with nonfic-

tion, asking kids what they do or don’t like about 

reading nonfiction, and asking ourselves how we as 

literature teachers feel about this push from the universe to teach more 

nonfiction. It meant turning to colleagues who know far more about 

books than we ever will (that’s you, in particular, Teri Lesesne).

So, with those three characters in mind (you, your students, and 

nonfiction), we set about telling our story—a true one, mind you—

about the teaching of nonfiction.

What You Will Find in This Book
At first, this was going to be a book only about nonfiction signposts. 

We began thinking about them while writing Notice and Note, and we 

wondered if the signposts we had found in the novels would show up 

again in nonfiction.

But as we were looking for nonfiction signposts, we realized that 

this book had to do more than Notice and Note did, that it had its own 

story to tell. This book had to discuss a stance that’s required for the 

attentive, productive reading of nonfiction. It’s a mindset that is open 

and receptive but not gullible. It encourages questioning the text but 

also questioning one’s own assumptions, preconceptions, and possi-

bly misconceptions. This mindset urges the reader both to draw upon 

what he does know and to acknowledge what he doesn’t know. And 

it asks the reader to make a responsible decision about whether a text 

had helped him confirm his prior beliefs and thoughts or had enabled 

him to modify and sharpen them, or perhaps to abandon them and 

change his mind entirely. How did we finally begin to help students 

to adopt such a mindset? We taught them to keep what we came to 

call “Big Questions” in mind as they are reading. Those big questions 

opened up reflection about nonfiction in a powerful way.

So, with those three characters 

in mind (you, your students, and 

nonfiction), we set about telling our 

story—a true one, mind you— 

about the teaching of nonfiction.
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We also discovered that we wanted this book to share strategies 

we’ve always found helpful for getting kids into nonfiction texts, help-

ing them through the texts, and then extending their thinking after 

they’ve finished reading those texts. We added some new twists to 

some old strategies and found that with a little tweaking, some strate-

gies that we—and perhaps you—had set aside could become powerful 

tools in a student’s toolbox of strategies.

Stances. Signposts. Strategies. Those three topics form the heart of 

this book. We begin now with an overview of how we share these tools 

with students and how you might do the same. Then, as we did in Notice 

and Note, we look at some major issues confronting us all. And we con-

clude with what we hope are words of encouragement for all of you.

Into Practice
Reading a book is different from putting the ideas it conveys into 

practice in your classroom. We realize that and thought it important, 

up front, to share what it might look like when you start to combine 

stances, and the questions they imply, with signposts and 

strategies. What does it look like to put the ideas presented 

here into practice?

To answer that, we want to share with you a bit of a 

lesson we heard from a teacher. This teacher, burdened 

by constraints he felt from his district, had set aside what he told us 

he knew were best practices to instead use “test practices that I know 

will show the administration I did all I could to get kids ready for the 

almighty test.” So, his lesson on a topic (any topic will do) basically 

followed this pattern:

Xu Show students an interest-building clip on the topic  

from the web.

Xu Tell kids what they need to know about the topic.  

They take notes.

Xu Have some discussion on the topic.

Xu Give kids a test on the topic.

Show. Tell. Discuss. Test. Do you notice what’s missing? Where’s the 

reading kids do to learn about the topic? When we asked the teacher 

that question, he pointed out that when he begins his series of lectures 

about the topic (lectures lasting from one day to several weeks), he often 

Stances. Signposts. Strategies. 

Those three topics form the 

heart of this book.
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has short articles from the web up on the whiteboard for all to read. We 

asked him if that was enough reading to help students become savvy 

readers of nonfiction. He stared at us for a moment and then responded 

that “the textbook is worthless, and frankly I don’t have time for kids 

to read in class. And they don’t want to read. They don’t care about the 

topics we discuss, so if I gave them something to read, if they did any-

thing it would be just a surface-level reading.” We asked if he assigned 

reading for home. “Are you kidding?” he replied. “They wouldn’t do it.” 

Then he asked us, “So, if you were going to try to get kids into reading 

some nonfiction, how would you do it?”

Combining Stances, Signposts, and Strategies

We appreciated his invitation and began a series of lessons.

Day 1: We taught kids the Big Questions we want them to keep 

in mind as they read any text and had them practice this with a 

short text. These are the questions that help create questioning, 

curious, slightly skeptical stances.

Day 2: We taught them one signpost—Extreme or Absolute  

Language—and pointed out to them that noticing this signpost 

would help them think about the Big Questions.

Day 3: We introduced the topic they would be reading about by 

having kids do Possible Sentences and KWL 2.0. At the end of the 

lesson, they were asking (literally) when they would get to read 

the text. The teacher was stunned.

Day 4: Kids read the text (short, one page, single spaced), mark-

ing examples of Extreme or Absolute Language. Then they paired 

up with one other student and discussed what they both noticed. 

The class was abuzz with kids sharing, comparing, rereading, ask-

ing us if something was/was not a signpost (a pretty typical first-

time response since kids are conditioned to look for “the right 

answer”), and more rereading as they kept thinking about why 

the author used that particular word or phrase.

Day 5: Kids continued their paired discussion, this time talk-

ing with each other about how noticing the Extreme or Absolute 

Big Questions are discused 
in Part II. 

Extreme or Absolute 
Language is discussed  
on p. 136. 

Possible Sentences is found 
on p. 185 and KWL 2.0 on 
page 193.

u
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Language informed their thinking about the Big Questions. We 

wrapped up by asking what they thought about this week. The 

comments ranged from “This was cool. I liked getting to read and 

figure out stuff” to “I didn’t know about extreme, and I heard my 

brother using it” to “The Big Questions are easy but hard. They 

make you think differently about the text” to “Can we just do it 

like regular next week? That’s easier.”

After Day 5

At the end of the week, we had the chance to debrief with the teacher. 

He said that after Days 1 and 2, he wasn’t too impressed because we 

had not covered any of the content he needed to get covered. He said 

that at the end of Day 4 he was surprised at the level of engagement he 

saw from this class of kids who were mostly disengaged from learn-

ing in general and from reading in particular. He said that when a few 

(well, two) students actually came into class a little before the bell rang 

(twenty seconds) and asked, “Do we get to use that article again and 

keep discussing it?” he knew he wanted to give this a try.

He was also impressed, he said, that we didn’t have to do all the 

teaching. He pointed out that while we were busy all the time, moving 

from group to group, calling kids together for brief reminders, urging 

them to think more about something by rereading and talking again, 

we weren’t the only ones doing all the talking. He did express reserva-

tions about how long it took to get into the text that had the content 

he needed his students to learn. We pointed out that once kids learn 

the Big Questions, the signposts, and some strategies, those days turn 

back to content days.

The teacher saw that firsthand when the following week he 

decided to repeat our pattern and realized he didn’t need to spend 

Days 1 and 2 teaching the Big Questions or Extreme or Absolute 

Language. When he later wanted to add a signpost, he was obligated 

to build back in a day to do so. And when he taught the Fix-Up strat-

egies in Part IV, he did spend about thirty minutes showing kids how 

to use each one.

The chart that follows offers an idea for how your time might look 

as you initially share these questions, signposts, and strategies with stu-

dents. The following chart offers a slower pace.

This is important to us. We 
can’t create independent 
readers, actually, indepen-
dent learners, if we never 
give them a chance to work 
independently and never 
give them a chance to read.

t
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The firsT 6 weeks

Week 1

Students learn and practice read-
ing with Big Questions in mind.

As you are teaching these, you are using 
the content your kids need to be reading. 
So, you are still moving forward with your 
content. 

Weeks 2–6

Students learn one signpost per 
week. As they learn new sign-
posts, they continue thinking 
about the others they’ve already 
learned. 

Kids use the signposts to help them get to 
the Big Questions. Our most disengaged 
readers need the signposts to push them 
into deeper reflection about the text. As 
kids are learning to be alert for these sign-
posts, you’re asking, “How do these help 
you think about the Big Questions?”

Weeks 4–6

Students learn the three main 
Fix-Up strategies we use.

Although we present seven strategies in the 
book, three of them are great for students 
to use on their own to fix up confusions: 
Somebody Wanted But So (SWBS), Sketch 
to Stretch, and Syntax Surgery. Take a look 
at the ways we introduce them to students, 
and decide how you want to do it.

Throughout Weeks 2–6

You use the other strategies with 
students as needed/wanted.

The remaining four strategies should be 
used throughout this time—and the year—
as you see fit.

What You’ll Find Online 
As you read this text, you will occasionally see QR codes in the mar-

gin. These codes take you to some videos that highlight students using 

the Big Questions, Signposts, or Strategies. We’d like to thank teachers 

Jeff Williams, Eileen Ours, Angie Rosen, Elizabeth Snevily, and Lauren 

Maynes who helped considerably and generously shared the smart 

thinking of their students. 

Additionally, online you will also find templates that support the 

strategies and the teaching texts that support all the lessons. URLs and a 

QR code for these materials are provided throughout this book.

Accessing the Teaching Texts Found in Appendix B

To access these files digitally, you need a Heinemann account.

1. Enter the URL http://hein.pub/readnfres2 or scan the QR code 

and enter your email address and password.

2. Click “Sign In.”

If you need to set up a new account, click “Create a New Account.” 

3. Enter the key code XXXX and click “Register.”

This is just one way to think 
about time and sequence. 
Secondary teachers helping 
us with this book reported 
that they introduced the 
questions in one day, the 
signposts over four days, 
and some strategies the 
next week, so that kids 
were using everything by 
Week 3. That accelerated 
time frame seems smart 
to us.

u
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Teaching Materials You’ll Find Online 

Before You Begin
We invite you now to think with us. In some places we hope you’ll nod 

and agree. In other places, we hope the ideas will cause you to stop and 

wonder. And when you find places where you disagree, mark them, and 

when our paths cross—virtually or at a conference—let’s do what col-

leagues do: talk and wonder together. But mostly, we hope you’ll find 

something that will be helpful in your classroom. We believe you make 

a critical difference not only in the classroom, but in the very lives of 

your students.

And so, let’s begin—again.
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Teaching Nonfi ction, Grades 4–12

1. What do you primarily teach?

 a I teach all content subjects

 a Language Arts/English

 a Reading

 a Science

 a Social Studies/History

 a Technical subjects

 a Fine Arts

 a Resource

 a Special Education

 a Mathematics

 a I am not a classroom teacher. 
I am an administrator, coach, 
supervisor, or university professor.

2.  What grade do you primarily teach? Check all that apply.

 a Grade 4

 a Grade 5

 a Grade 6

 a Grade 7

 a Grade 8 

 a Grade 9 

 a Grade 10

 a Grade 11

 a Grade 12

3. How long have you taught?

 a 1–5 Years

 a 6–10 Years

 a 11–15 Years

 a 16–20 Years

 a 21–25 Years

 a 26–30 Years

 a More than 30 years

4. How many students are in your school?

 a Fewer than 200

 a 200–500

 a 500–750

 a 750–1000 

 a 1000–1500
 a 1500–2000

 a More than 2000

5.  How many students do you teach each day? (Round to the closest number.)

 a About 15 students

 a About 30 students

 a About 50 students

 a About 75 students 

 a About 100 students

 a About 125 students

 a About 150 students 

 a More than 175  students

6. The majority of my students speak. . . .

 a English as their home 
language

 a English as a second 
language

7. The majority of my students are. . . .

 a Hispanic or Latino

 a White

 a Black or African American

 a Native Hawaiian or Other 
Pacifi c Islander 

 a Asian

 a American Indian or Alaskan Native

 a My school is roughly equally divided between 
2 or more ethnicities

If split between or among groups, list them here using the terms we used above

  8. The majority of my students. . .

 a Appear to come from homes where fi nances are tight.

 a Appear to come from homes where fi nancial issues do not negatively aff ect a student’s work and concentration.

 a Appear to come from homes where students have many advantages. Co
py
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Let’s Talk About It

A Survey of How Talk Is Used in Your Classroom

First, in this space, write your defi nition of “classroom discussion.” 

Second, complete the survey below. 

STATEMENT
STRONGLY 
AGREE

AGREE NEUTRAL DISAGREE
STRONGLY 
DISAGREE

Practices and Dispositions

Students who struggle with content benefi t 
from fi rst answering questions that reveal their 
understanding of basic information before trying 
to consider higher-level questions.

Students seem to listen to one another as they 
answer questions I ask of the class.

When discussing content, I generally know the 
answers to the questions I ask students.

I plan the order of questions I will ask during a 
classroom discussion.

My classroom discussions look a lot like great 
conversations: Students look at one another, 
listen intently, build on comments each other 
make, and reach aha’s about the text through 
their discussions. 

In my classroom discussions I ask most of the 
questions, students respond to me, and I evaluate 
their responses.

I mostly keep kids in a large group for 
discussions.

continues

Hard at Work

By Ritu Upadhyay. Reported by Lucien Chauvin/Ecuador

Ten-year-old Wilbur Carreno is less than four feet tall and weighs only 

50 pounds. He is small for his age. That’s exactly what makes him good 

at his job.

Wilbur spends his afternoons climbing banana trees four times his 

height. He expertly ties the heavy stalks of bananas so the trees won’t 

droop from the weight of the fruit. “I’ve been working since I was 8,” 

he told TFK. “I finish school at noon and then go to the field.”

In Wilbur’s poor country of Ecuador, one in every four children is 

working. An estimated 69,000 kids toil away on the vast banana planta-

tions along the country’s coast. Ecuador is the world’s largest banana 

exporter. Kids working in the industry are exposed to harmful chemi-

cals, pull loads twice their weight, and use sharp, heavy knives.

Do Kids Belong on the Job?

Child labor is certainly not limited to Ecuador. The United Nations 

estimates that 250 million kids around the world are forced to work. 

Many countries don’t have laws limiting kids’ work.

A concerned group called Human Rights Watch conducted a study 

of Ecuador’s banana plantations last April. They found that most 

children begin working on plantations around age 10. Their average 

workday lasts 12 hours! By age 14, 6 out of 10 no longer attend school. 

Many families face the difficult choice of either putting food on their 

tables or sending their kids to school.

The family of Alejandro, 12, struggles with that choice. Alejandro 

has had to work beside his father, Eduardo Sinchi, on a plantation. “I 

don’t want my kids to work,” says Sinchi. “I want them in school, but 

we have few options.” Sinchi has nine children and earns as little as 

$27 a week. “It isn’t even enough for food, let alone school, clothes, 

transportation.”

Hard Work for Little Pay

Sinchi’s pay is typical in Ecuador. The average banana worker earns just 

$6 a day. One reason pay is so low is that Ecuadorians are not allowed 

to form work groups called unions. In countries like Costa Rica, where 

laws allow unions, some banana workers earn $11 a day. Such countries 

have fewer child workers because better pay means parents can afford 

to keep their kids in school.

Ecuador’s big banana companies have begun to do something 

about child labor. Last year, they signed an agreement not to hire kids 

younger than 15 and to protect young workers from chemicals. “We 

need to eliminate child labor,” says Jorge Illingworth, of Ecuador’s 

From the pages of
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Vampires Prey on Panama 
By Chris Kraul, Tribune Newspapers: Los Angeles Times

Originally published May 27, 2005

TONOSI, Panama — Cattleman Francisco Oliva was on a round-

up—of vampire bats. After a swarm of the blood-slurping creatures 

dive-bombed his herd and drank their fill one recent night, he cor-

ralled several dozen of them in special contraptions that look like giant 

badminton nets.

He put each bat in a cage and then applied a poison called vampi-

rin to their backs with a brush before releasing them. Back in the bat 

roost, the animals would be groomed by about 20 other bats, causing 

their deaths. Or so Oliva hoped.

“We have to look for answers, because this little animal is very 

stubborn,” Oliva said days after the capture, surveying his 300-head 

herd, most of them bearing bat-fang markings and red stains from the 

nightly bloodletting. Oliva said he would exterminate every bat if he 

could.

Stefan Klose begged to differ. He not only stuck up for the com-

mon vampire bat, but described the animals as boons to humanity. 

Bat-based research led to the development of sonar and anti-coagulant 

medicines that prevent heart attacks, he pointed out, and scientists are 

only beginning to understand the creatures.

“I certainly defend vampire bats’ right to a place in the ecosystem,” 

said Klose, a young German zoologist. People’s irrational reaction to 

vampires, he said, reflects “our primal fear of being someone else’s food 

object.”

Klose also confessed a fondness for the creatures. The scientist 

said feeding time, when the bats accept bits of banana from his hand, 

is a “really sweet and peaceful sight. It always reminds me of how close 

these animals are to us and how incredibly intelligent they are—cer-

tainly more exotic and wilder than my neighbor’s dog, but no less 

smart or cuddly.”

Few animals inspire the repugnance and fascination of vampire 

bats, and perhaps nowhere are opinions more divided than in Panama. 

Bats thrive in the tropical rain forests that cover much of Panama 

because of a plenitude of animal and plant foods, abundant shelter and 

the lack of seasons to inhibit regeneration. 

“Bats have developed a radar system that can distinguish the tini-

est insect in the middle of dense bush in the dead of night,” said Todd 

Capson, a Smithsonian staff scientist who tracks the development of 

technology derived from tropical flora and fauna. “It’s inconceivable 

there isn’t something more to learn from that.”

Rancher Oliva can be forgiven for feeling antagonistic. Here in 

the remote and hilly southwest corner of Panama, he and other cattle-

men wage a continual battle against a variety of livestock pests such 
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Garana’s Story
A Day in the Life of a Young Afghan Refugeeby Kent Page, for National Geographic Explorer 

Originally published September 1, 2002
The sun has not yet risen over the rocky hills outside the city of Peshawar, in Pakistan. Loudspeakers from the top of a mosque (mahsk), or Muslim house of worship, call out to the people, “God is great! It is better to pray than sleep! Come to prayers!”Ten-year-old Garana rises from a mat on the dirt floor of her fam-ily’s house. She puts on her black robe and covers her head with an old 

shawl. Then she walks to the mosque to pray.Garana and her family have lived in their one-room house for two years. It’s one of thousands of mud-brick homes in Shamshatoo Afghan Refugee Camp. The camp holds about 50,000 Afghan refugees. 
They are people who have fled from war or drought in Afghanistan.Garana works hard. Her father left the family several years ago. Her mother can’t see very well and can do little to help. Her older brother works all day weaving carpets. And her younger brother is too 

small to do many chores. So Garana does most of the household tasks. 
But her day is not all work. She has time for school, friends, and even a 
little mischief.

Early Morning
After prayers, Garana begins her morning chores. She walks to the camp’s water pump to fill two bottles. After bringing them home, she eats breakfast, which is usually hot tea and bread. Then she washes the 

dishes in the backyard, using cold pump water. Next she sweeps the floor of the one-room house.
Then it’s time to walk to the bakery. There she leaves a small amount of flour. The bakers will use it to make a loaf of bread. Garana’s family will eat that loaf for their next three meals. Now it’s time to walk to school.

Class Time
Children in the refugee camp go to school six days a week. Boys and girls attend separate classes. Garana is in first grade, although she is ten 
years old. That’s because when she lived in Afghanistan, Garana and other girls were not allowed to go to school. She has a lot of catching up to do. Classes in Garana’s school go only through the second grade for girls and the third grade for boys. Still, it’s an important start. Garana gets to school just before classes begin at 8:30. The con-crete building has six classrooms. These rooms have no windows, but there is paint on the walls. 

Complete copies of the two surveys 
that helped inform our work on 
Reading Nonfiction. See Appendix A.

Booklists, word lists, 
and lesson templates. 
See Appendix C.

Full-size versions of the 
nonfiction texts used in 
the lessons we teach. See 
Appendix B.
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NAME URL INFORMATION

Beyond Penguins and Polar Bears beyondpenguins.ehe.osu.edu Free: YES   Levels texts: No
Focus: Polar regions

Beyond Weather & the Water Cycle beyondweather.ehe.osu.edu Free: YES   Levels texts: No
Focus: Climate Issues

Brightstorm Math brightstorm.com/math/ Free: YES   Levels texts: No
Focus: Mathematics, K–12

CNN Student News cnn.com/studentnews/ Free: YES   Levels texts: No
Focus: Current events

DOGOnews: Fodder for Young Minds dogonews.com Free: YES   Levels texts: No
Focus: Current events

Great Websites for Kids gws.ala.org/tags/nonfi ction Free: YES   Levels texts: No
Focus: animals, arts, history and biography, literature and 

language, mathematics and computers, sciences, social 

sciences, reference desk.

Iluminations: Resources for Teaching Math illuminations.nctm.org/ Free: YES   Levels texts: No
Focus: Mathematics K–12

In the News hmhinthenews.com Free: YES   Levels texts: No
Focus: Language arts and mathematics, K–12

IXL
ixl.com Free: YES   Levels texts: No

Focus: Language arts and mathematics, K–12

newseum newseum.org Free: YES   Levels texts: No
Focus: support for teachers interested in news (This site is 

largely about the Newseum in D.C.)

Nick News with Linda Ellerbee news.nick.com Free: YES   Levels texts: No
Focus: Current events

ReadWorks.org—The Solution to Reading 

Comprehension

ReadWorks.org Free: YES   Levels texts: No
Focus: Provides passages students can read with information for 

teachers on linking passages to standards.

The Nonfi ction Minute nonfi ctionminute.com Free: YES   Levels texts: No
Focus: Short items and support for teachers on range of topics 

in news, science, history.

The Why Files: The Science Behind 

the News

whyfi les.org Free: YES   Levels texts: No
Focus: Science and news

*These are shown alphabetically because we did not do a frequency count.

Websites Most Often Used*
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Signal Words

Words that signal a category

Categories
Classes
Divisions

Kinds
Parts

Sets 
Sorts

Species
Type

Words that signal a cause or an effect

Causes
As
Because
Due to
Given that

Were caused by
Eff ects
Accordingly
As a result
Consequently

For that reason
Hence
Since
So
Subsequently

Therefore
Thus

Words that signal comparison

Additionally
Alike
Also
Analogous
As good as

As well as
Both
Comparable 
Compared with
Equivalent

Furthermore
In common
Like
Moreover
Related (to)

Resembling
Similar (similarly)
Too

Words that signal a conclusion

As a Result
Conclusively
Consequently

Finally
Findings
Hence

In summation
Last of all
Lastly

So
Therefore
Thus

Words that signal a continuation

Additionally
Also

Further
 Furthermore

Likewise
Moreover

Similarly
In addition to

Words that signal contrasts

Although
As opposed to
Conversely
Diff erent from
Dissimilar

Even though
However 
In spite of this
Instead of
Nevertheless

Nothing like
On the other hand
Otherwise
Still
Then again

Though
Unlike
Yet

Words that signal emphasis 

A key idea
A main focus
A primary concern
Above all

Important to note
It all boils down to
Most of all
Most signifi cantly

Namely
Of course
Remember that
Should be noted

The crux of the matter

Words that signal an exception

Even though
In contrast

Instead of
On the other hand

Otherwise
Still

The opposite
Though
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KWL 2.0

Name ____________________________________________________________________________  Date__________________
Topic ________________________________________________________________________________________________
1. Jot down what you know about this topic in column 1. Number them.
2. Think about what else you want to know about what you listed in column 1 and write those questions in column 2. Number your questions so they match the numbers in column 1.
3. Read about the topic. If you found answers to your questions, write those in column 3. 
4. If you found new information, write that in column 4.

WHAT DO I KNOW? WHAT DO I WANT TO 
KNOW?

WHAT ANSWERS DID I 
LEARN?

WHAT DID I LEARN 
THAT’S NEW?

http://hein.pub/readnfres1  

http://hein.pub/readnfres1  

http://hein.pub/readnfres2  



10    

P A R T  I

Issues to Consider
In Part I, we share ten issues that directed our thinking while writing this book. At the 

end of each section you will find “Talking with Colleagues.” We encourage you to use 

these prompts to guide faculty conversations. But before we begin we want to tell you . . .

A True Short Story of Why  
We Wrote This Text
Once upon a time, a long time ago, printed texts existed to record critical historical events or explain 

man’s relationship with God. As a result, what was written was expected to be factual and was, there-

fore, perceived that way. No one wondered if a text was fiction or nonfiction—first, because those 

terms were not yet used and, second, because if a text was written it was expected to be true.

And that makes sense. Creating a printed text took a long time. When people first started cre-

ating printed records, their “high-tech tools” consisted of the chisel and stone, later to be replaced 

by a clay or wax tablet. Eventually there was a monk in a dank, candlelit room with a scroll and 

a quill. Although writing on a scroll was certainly faster than chipping into a clay tablet, there 

still was no delete key. As a result, writing was laborious. If that monk made a mistake, then, 

well, actually we aren’t sure what happened to those error-prone scribes of long ago. What we do 

know, however, is that those early writing efforts were not intended to create entertaining texts. 

The entertainment waited until evening, around the fire, provided by storytellers. If anything 

was written, it was to record. To inform. To educate. To illuminate. No flying carpets, trips to 

Hogwarts, or escapes through a magical wardrobe. 

But, to paraphrase Bob Dylan, the times were changing. In China, then in Korea, and eventually 

in Germany, people were figuring out faster ways to produce written texts. The Chinese were early 

inventors of a moveable-type printing press, around 1040. Koreans had developed their own system 

by the early 1200s. And in 1450, a German, Johannes Gutenberg, invented a printing press with 

moveable type that allowed for the rapid (relatively speaking) reproduction of printed documents, 

making assembly-line book production possible for the first time. It seems logical that as printing 

became less time-consuming it could be used for less weighty tomes than those devoted to under-

standing man’s (and we mean man’s) relationship with God.

Part I   / Issues to Consider
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17Defining Nonfiction

I s s u e 1  

Defining Nonfiction
The easiest, simplest, most straightforward, if inelegant, definition of 

nonfiction is probably, as the history of the term suggests, “If it isn’t 

a novel, it’s nonfiction.” After all, the genre’s very name, nonfiction, 

seems to admit that we know less about what it is than about what it 

isn’t, and what it isn’t is novels and short stories. But that definition 

isn’t very helpful. It’s about as useful as it would be to divide up the 

entire world of living creatures into human and nonhuman. If we did 

that, we’d have everything from amoebas to zebras, bacteria to blue 

whales, lumped together in one huge, unmanageable group.

So we discarded that definition and wondered if we might agree that 

nonfiction is a group of texts about the real world or real people. This 

definition is close to the one offered in many dictionaries and is better 

than simply saying, “Nonfiction means not fake.” Ultimately we found it 

lacking because it emphasized the content of the texts and neglected the 

obligation imposed by such texts on the reader. Nonfiction isn’t merely 

a group of books; nonfiction makes some demands on readers, and we 

wanted a definition that considered those demands.

Demands of Reading Nonfiction
At first glance, one might conclude that nonfiction works hard not to 

place demands upon readers. Flashbacks rarely occur; multiple narrators 

rarely intrude; unreliable narrators are almost never seen (though the 

deceptive author often rears his head). Steps in a process are often num-

bered. Signal words—first, by contrast, another reason, consequently—

help readers determine text structure.

Maps, figures, graphs, headers, timelines, sidebars, photos, and 

illustrations—all devices meant to make texts “considerate” and sup-

port comprehension—appear in many texts of nonfiction. But those 

supports often create their own problems for some readers. All must be 
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read in tandem with the prose, sometimes without any explanation in 

the text telling you when to turn to the diagram, study the map, consider 

the chart, or look at the sidebar. With any Dorling Kindersley Eyewitness 

book, one could argue that reading no longer proceeds top to bottom, 

left page to right page, because pages are filled with short paragraphs, 

eye-catching graphics, and timelines that sprawl across pages. Yes, graph-

ics, labels, sidebars, and fonts of different sizes are all meant to enhance 

reading and aid comprehension. Text features such as these are impor-

tant and students should be reminded to attend to them. And for some 

students, we need to teach them how to read these aids. (See Figure 4.)

Furthermore, often it seems that nonfiction doesn’t want the 

reader to suffer through the thinking required to make an inference. 

So authors tell us directly: “The Westward expansion benefited the 

young United States for many reasons . . .” or “Wolves should be 

Figure 4 Many books and 
plenty of websites offer 
information about teaching 
text features to kids, so we’ll 
seldom refer to them in this 
text.

Header

Guiding 
question

Bold-faced 
words

Reading  
Skills

Map insets

Image suppressed due to rights restrictions.
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reintroduced into these protected areas.” No inferences required here. 

This direct language appears to ease the demands made upon us as 

readers, but then you realize that if you are going to read about how 

the Westward expansion benefited the United States, you should know 

who is providing those reasons, and before you accept that wolves 

should become a part of the wildlife in a particular area, you might 

want to hear what ranchers in that region have to say. You realize 

(or should) that the direct language might be used to discourage you 

from making an inference so that you will be less likely to dispute the 

author’s point. That should raise all sorts of questions.

The reality is that the reading of nonfiction places many demands 

upon the reader. Not only does it require that we be on the lookout for 

biases, but it often requires more background knowledge than the read-

ing of fiction does. Many times that required knowledge is technical, spe-

cific, and complex. The vocabulary can be intimidating, the syntax can be 

daunting, and the concepts can be abstract. For example, for those of us 

who are not physicists (such as your average eleventh grader), consider 

this sentence from a high school physics textbook: “Although both a sim-

ple pendulum and a mass-spring system vibrate with simple harmonic 

motion, calculating the period and frequency of each requires a separate 

equation” (Holt Physics, Holt, Rinehart and Winston 2002). Right.

Reading nonfiction, in many ways, requires an effort not required 

in the reading of fiction. We must question the text, question the 

author, question our own understanding of the topic, and accept the 

possibility that our views will change as a result of the reading we’re 

doing. All those demands mean that the reader has great responsibility 

when reading nonfiction.

The Reader’s Responsibility
Our job as readers of nonfiction is to enter into a text recognizing 

that the author is not offering the truth, but one vision of the truth. 

It is the reader’s responsibility to resist the lure of the seemingly 

authoritative—or highly persuasive—text that the author wants us 

to accept without questioning. We must be alert to times when the 

author has purposefully—or not—made a statement we should chal-

lenge. And it is the reader’s responsibility to question his or her own 

beliefs and assumptions while struggling with determining what’s 

true—or not—in the text.
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The Role of Truth

But truth is an elusive quality. The author’s perspective, her consid-

eration of her audience, and sometimes mundane realities such as the 

amount of space available for the text all shape what a writer says and 

probably affect the truthfulness of any piece she writes. For example, 

an article in National Geographic for Kids about the first Thanksgiving 

paints a more realistic view of that gathering than some other chil-

dren’s accounts, but it still omits mention of the devastation of 

smallpox on the indigenous people (http://kids.nationalgeographic 

.com/explore/history/first-thanksgiving/). The consideration of audi-

ence (young readers) presumably helped shape what the author 

chose to share.

But is this account true? Can it be accurate when many events are 

glossed over if not completely skipped? Do those omissions call into 

question the truthfulness of this brief account? Should the omissions 

be an indication of personal biases? The United American Indians 

of New England offers a perspective on Thanksgiving rarely (if ever) 

taught in our classrooms and certainly not presented in the National 

Geographic for Kids article. Does that mean that article is “wrong?” 

Does that mean it shouldn’t be read?

Thinking through issues such as these helped us conclude that the 

author of nonfiction should, at the very least:

Xu Have a commitment to honest representation of its subject 

matter, to logic, and to evidence.

Xu Avoid carelessly or deceitfully misrepresenting as actual and 

true what is invented or false.

But “honest representation” for a second grader might be inad-

equate for a seventh grader and oversimplified, if not misleading, for a 

senior in high school.

And the Definition Is . . .
We’ve come to realize that in spite of all the headers and photographs, all 

the chapter titles and indexes, in spite of all that we do to make nonfiction 

look neat and navigable, there is nothing neat and tidy about nonfiction.

Nonfiction is the stuff of real life—life with all its contrasts and con-

tradictions, all its tough questions and aha moments, all its half-truths 

The United American 
Indians of New England 
celebrates a “National 
Day of Mourning” on the 
Thursday Thanksgiving 
is celebrated. This day, 
celebrated since 1970, is 
meant to bring to the pub-
lic greater awareness of the 
misrepresentation of the 
Native Americans and the 
colonial experience (http: 
//bit.ly/1GXq3zl).

u
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and little white lies, its moments when we have to say, “Well, let me clar-

ify” or “That was taken out of context” or “What I really meant”—so, of 

course, there is nothing neat and tidy about it. Our job 

as readers of nonfiction is to enter into that potentially 

messy reading as a co-constructor of meaning. We’re 

more likely to take on that role if we have adopted a 

definition of nonfiction that not only tells us what the 

author is doing, but reminds us that we, too, have a job. 

Much of our job in reading nonfiction is to evaluate 

what the author has done in the text.

Understanding all this, we eventually agreed upon a definition:

Nonfiction is that body of work in which the author purports 

to tell us about the real world, a real experience, a real person, an 

idea, or a belief. 

Is this definition too abstract for a seven-year-old child? Probably 

(not including your seven-year-olds). The seven-year-old needs to be 

given trustworthy texts and needs to learn to take information from 

them. But the mnemonic “NF stands for not fake” is too simple (too 

deceptively simple) for the twelve-year-old. Nonetheless, this is the 

definition that guided our thinking as we came to understand what it 

means to read nonfiction. 

TALkiNg WiTh CoLLEAguES

Xu You might start a conversation by sharing with others your definition 

of nonfiction. Discuss with others how nonfiction is defined in your 

school. Is there consensus? Are you comfortable with your definition? 

If the definition suggests to students that nonfiction is “true” or “real” 

or “not fake,” how do you reconcile with students all the nonfiction 

that is not true?

Xu Next, you might discuss what you want students to understand about 

nonfiction by the time they leave your school, and make sure that 

understanding is reflected in changes seen across the school years.

our job as readers of nonfiction 

is to enter into that potentially 

messy reading as a co-constructor 

of meaning. 

Notice—we don’t say it is 
a text about something 
real. We say the author is 
purporting to tell us some-
thing real. 

t
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Xu The word purports is important in this definition. Identify a few exam-

ples of nonfiction that only pretend to tell you about the real world 

but that, in fact, are deceptive or fraudulent, and discuss these with 

your colleagues.

Xu Flip through some of the textbooks—or articles or trade books—

used in your school. Talk with others who teach your same content 

about any examples offered to students that you think are incom-

plete or grossly oversimplified. Make a plan for addressing those 

shortcomings.
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I s s u e 10  

Challenge and Change
Reading nonfiction, we’ve come to understand, is some of the most 

important reading we might do. If we are to read it well, we must 

develop the habits of mind that let us read with a skeptical eye and an 

open mind. We must be open to challenge and change.

Look for the Challenges
At times, the challenges our students face when reading nonfiction will 

be easily identified problems. Students may not understand how to 

read a graph. They may encounter difficult vocabulary. They may not 

have the patience to work through a longer or more complicated text.

But there are other challenges, ones that are more subtle and focus 

on the information or ideas presented in the text, that we think are 

more problematic. We don’t want students to dismiss a text simply 

because they disagree with it, nor do we want them to accept a text 

simply because they do agree with it. If they accept faulty reasoning 

because the content matches their preconceived notions, they are miss-

ing an opportunity to learn. They need to learn to make judgments 

about what to accept and what to question and perhaps reject.

So we need to teach them to notice those moments when they 

grow dubious about what they are being offered, when they grow 

suspicious that something is not quite right, when the author seems 

perhaps to be overstating his case or making an unjustifiable claim, and 

again to pause and consider. Those moments may indicate that they are 

learning something new, that they are being presented uncomfortable 

but valid information, or those moments may indicate that they are 

being offered insubstantial, perhaps fraudulent or inaccurate notions.

If democracy functions best when there is a free and open 

exchange of thoughts so that the best thinking may rise to the top, hab-

its of mind that lead to insularity are a threat. So the moment when we 

If you’re interested in how 

we help students with diffi-

cult vocabulary, take a look 

at the signpost called Word 

Gaps, on pp. 168–179.

u

We find that the nonfiction 

signposts help students 

do just this. If you want to 

jump to those, go to page 

112.

u



73Challenge and Change

find ourselves agreeing most enthusiastically may be the very moment 

when we most need to pause and consider the possibility that the 

author’s convictions, sustained and strengthened by our own strong 

beliefs, may not have helped us investigate an issue but may instead 

have simply made our previously held ideas more rigid and intransi-

gent. Teaching students to read with that skeptic’s eye means consider-

ing both the author’s biases and their own.

Be Open to Change
When ideas challenge us, we might need to change our preconceived 

notions. Change is, of course, most difficult when it affects strongly 

held beliefs or important social or political bonds. If a student belongs 

to a family with strong fundamentalist views, it 

might be difficult for him to deal with the scientific 

evidence for evolution. If one has worked his entire 

life in the oil and gas industry, it may be hard to 

cope with evidence regarding fossil fuel’s effect 

upon the climate. Some cattleman dismiss flatly 

evidence that red meat may not be good for your 

health, and some in the dairy industry struggle 

with the evidence linking increased consumption 

of dairy milk to osteoporosis.

Closer to home, some teachers find it hard to give up the teach-

ing of grammar in isolation to improve writing, even though research 

over the last sixty years has confirmed that such instruction does 

little or nothing to improve students’ writing (see Braddock et al. 

1963; Hillocks 1986; and particularly, Chin 2000 for a list of perti-

nent research studies). Principals read reports about the importance 

of choice when it comes to creating lifetime readers and make no 

changes. (See “Reading for Pleasure: A Research Overview” from the 

National Literacy Trust foundation [Clark and Rumbold 2006] for a 

thorough review of this topic.) As one principal responded, “That’s all 

well and good, but we don’t have the time or the money for that.”

Studies have shown us the importance of fine arts in schools, and 

yet they are cut (see “10 Salient Studies on the Arts in Education”); 

pediatricians warn of the dangers of eliminating recess, and yet it is 

eliminated (see the American Academy of Pediatrics policy statement, 

“The Crucial Role of Recess in School”). We—the two of us—read the 

if democracy functions best when 

there is a free and open exchange of 

thoughts so that the best thinking may 

rise to the top, habits of mind that lead 

to insularity are a threat.
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research on the benefits of exercise and wonder if buying a stair master 

(Kylene) or exercise bike (Bob) counts as “change.”

Perhaps we must teach students that changing one’s mind isn’t 

bad. Politics labels people who change their minds “flip-floppers,” sug-

gesting that once a position is determined there is no good reason for 

reversing one’s thinking. But of course there is. We learn. We learn 

more. We discover. And thus, unless our goal is to discount what we 

learn, we must be open to change.

When we first began asking students to notice if something in the 

text had caused them to change their thinking about the topic at hand, 

many of them just stared at us. One fifth grader commented, “I don’t 

really think while reading. I just read it.” We continued to ask students, 

“How has your thinking changed as a result of reading this text?” and 

slowly we began to hear some interesting answers. After reading an 

article about child labor issues and Apple, one student reported, “I’m 

going to have to think about whether or not I want to 

support Apple by buying their products.” After reading 

about child labor along the Ivory Coast of Africa, one 

group of middle-schoolers in Georgia started a cam-

paign to change people’s minds about eating chocolate 

from companies dependent on child labor.

More importantly, these students all told us that thinking about 

change affected the way they read the articles. “It was like they [the arti-

cles] meant more to me because I was thinking about how they were going 

to change me,” LaTonya, a seventh grader in New York City explained. 

Beyond the Four Corners of the Text
But it will be hard to accept that nonfiction should challenge us and 

change us if we accept what the architect of the Common Core State 

Standards, David Coleman, has said. In the Publishers Criteria for the 

Common Core State Standards, Coleman and his colleague Pimentel 

(2012) assert that as students read, they should “focus on what lies 

within the four corners of the text” (p. 4). They suggest students have 

a better reading experience when they focus only on what they find on 

the page. Publishers of textbooks (and other materials for students) 

have been told to avoid asking students questions that do not require 

answers from the text (p. 6). We should, we infer, turn first to questions 

that can be answered solely from the text.

We write more about this 

important question begin-

ning on page 100.
u

We turn to nonfiction when we have 

questions we need to answer and 

answers we need to question. 
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Let us be clear: we have little patience with a curriculum that 

diminishes the critical importance of intertextual links and all but 

omits personal connections. Such a curriculum denies the referential 

nature of words—words refer to something out there in the world—

and denies a primary reason for reading nonfiction—to learn some-

thing about our world, our place in the world, our understanding of 

the world. Such a curriculum leaves out the 

most important person in the education pro-

cess: the student. And while it might prepare 

a student to answer questions on a multiple-

choice test, we fear it would ignore the very 

question that makes a text relevant to a reader: 

“Why does this matter to me?”

We want to move students beyond what’s in 

the text. We want them thinking carefully about 

what’s beyond the text. We think such reading makes the reading of 

nonfiction rigorous, relevant, and radical.

from kylene: In 2015 Bob tweeted (yes, we can identify his 

tweets by the year in which they appeared), “We turn to nonfic-

tion when we have questions we need to answer and answers we 

need to question.” If this is true, we are required to read beyond 

the four corners of the text; we are required to let nonfiction 

intrude; we are required to wonder what it means on the page, in 

our lives, and in the world. 

TALkiNg WiTh CoLLEAguES

Xu How do you and your colleagues encourage students to think about 

how a text has changed their understanding or view about a topic?

Xu Education can be criticized for embracing too many changes. Is this a 

concern in your school? Why is it that some ideas are quickly adopted 

while others are ignored?

Xu Thinking back over all you’ve read in this section, what challenged 

your thinking? What changes would you like to put into place as a 

result of your reading?

We are required to read beyond the four 

corners; we are required to let nonfiction 

intrude; we are required to wonder what 

it means on the page, in our lives, and in 

the world.
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The Importance of Stance
Fiction invites us to take one stance. The novel invites us to explore the imagined 

world the writer has created for us. We enter it willingly, and if we don’t enjoy it, we put 

the novel down, acknowledge we just don’t like this author or this genre, and move on. 

If we do enjoy it, we stay there until the end, maybe so immersed in it that we might 

describe ourelves as “lost in the book.” Nonfiction, on the other hand, should come with 

a cautionary note that reminds us that getting lost in the text might be dangerous. The 

reader needs to remember that a work of nonfiction will try to assert something about 

his world, and he needs to take those assertions with a grain of skepticism. They may 

be perfectly true, they may be somewhat slanted or biased, or they may be flat-out lies. 

The slightly skeptical stance implies three questions . . .

Creating the Questioning Stance
We began to experiment with asking students to read with these questions in mind:

XX What surprised me?

XX What did the author think I already knew?

XX What changed, challenged, or confirmed what I already knew?

These questions were easy enough that kids could remember them and yet robust enough 

that they yielded the closer, more attentive reading we wanted. And before long, we began hear-

ing kids say, “When I was looking at my skateboarding magazine, I was surprised that . . .” or “My 

brother, he has Down’s syndrome, and so I was reading about it and I found this part where I 

didn’t understand, and I just asked myself, ‘Well, what did the author think I already knew?’ and 

then I figured out what was the problem and I knew what to do next. It was cool.”

Reading with these Big Questions (see Figure 20) in mind encourages a critical, attentive 

stance and develops habits of mind that—if we can instill them in our students—may help them 

deal more attentively and intelligently with the nonfiction texts they will encounter throughout 

their lives. These questions encourage a stance that reminds students that nonfiction is intruding 

into their lives and their job is to decide if that intrusion is welcome or not. 

Part II   /  The Importance of Stance
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The Power of Signposts
Two boys who weren’t impressed that we were visiting their social studies classroom 

and didn’t much care for the signpost lesson we had just taught, Numbers and Stats, 

reluctantly agreed to reread a passage and look for the numbers and stats the author 

used and then to think about why the author used those numbers. We had previously 

taught them Extreme or Absolute Language, and at this point these two boys 

had only asked us one question: “Just how many of these signpost things 

are there?” They were relieved when we said, “Only five.”

Slowly, they began, marking very little as they reread. When they 

turned to talk with one another, supposedly sharing what they 

had noticed and what thinking had followed, we saw a lot of 

conversation between the two, but regrettably didn’t have 

audio recorders set up with small groups. Perhaps they were 

discussing Friday night’s football game. When we pulled 

kids back together for a full-group report on how reading with 

Numbers and Stats in mind affected their thinking about the 

text, these two boys eventually spoke up.

boy 1: So, like, I didn’t see all those numbers everyone has been 

pointing out. I didn’t know we could mark word numbers. But I saw 

an Extreme or Absolute. It was right here when it said “set me free.” 

[Lots of interruptions as students pointed out that wasn’t a Numbers 

and Stats or that they weren’t supposed to find Extreme or Absolute lan-

guage examples. Some decided to argue that “set me free” is not an example of 

Extreme or Absolute Language. Finally, we got students quiet again and D’Sean contin-

ued.] Like I was saying, this was Extreme or Absolute to me, and it made me start thinking 
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about how poor people seem to always have to do harder work. 

This was, well, if you just read the words, then it’s about working 

in mills, but it’s really more than that because it was like she was a 

slave. Man, she was a slave. That’s really extreme. Because this was 

after slavery times and this was still happening, and with kids. At 

first I didn’t even see it, but when I read it again, I don’t know, it 

just jumped out at me as Extreme or Absolute.

BOY 2: Yeah. D’Sean marked something I didn’t even mark 

with the “set me free,” and at first I didn’t see it. But when we 

started talking about it I could see it was extreme, and then it 

was like we, well, now we want to know why there weren’t rules 

about going to school and why did the poor people have to do 

this, and didn’t anyone care that this was just kids? I mean, just 

little kids. We want to know if this was done because they were 

disrespecting kids, or is this to just keep some people poor, you 

know because you can’t go to school.

Initially, D’Sean said he 

didn’t notice any numbers 

(p. 112).The numbers were 

written as words (two not 

2), so he didn’t recognize 

those as numbers. That 

pointed out to us that 

when we teach Numbers 

and Stats we need to spe-

cifically explain that 2 and 

two or one-half and ½ are 

all numbers.

u

Look at all the questions 

these boys have asked. This 

is the type of thinking we 

want students doing when 

they read nonfiction. 

u
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180    

The Role of Strategies
From Kylene: Very early in my teaching career I told my class of seventh graders to 

complete the worksheet I had distributed. It was a worksheet in which students were 

to read short passages and then underline the causes and draw arrows to the effects. 

After I distributed the worksheet, and after all the students had inhaled the fumes from 

the mimeographed paper, I gave them these instructions: “Read the following passages, 

and for each one, underline the cause and draw an arrow to the effect.”

Quite proud of my orderly management of the day thus far (though the kids were 

probably orderly because they were all stoned from the fumes), I returned to my desk to 

do something critically important, I’m sure. Most likely I was rewriting the names in my 

grade book because a new student had arrived and that meant my neatly alphabetized 

list of names was going to be out of order. But then that new student came and stood 

at my desk.

“I don’t get it,” the student said.

“Don’t get what?” I asked.

“This. How to do this,” he said waving the worksheet in his hand.

I nodded and patiently explained again what I had just said. “Well, you read the 

passages, then underline the causes, and draw arrows to the effects.”

The student stood there and patiently said again, “Yeah, but how do I do this?”

I began to grow confused. “Do what?”

“This,” he stated not quite as patiently as the first time.

“This what?” I asked, also not staying as patient as I had been. “You just read the 

passage and then underline the cause and draw an arrow to the effect.” I said it slower 

and louder. Surely that would help.

The student seemed more puzzled and looked around the room. He finally said, 

“How does you telling me to underline the cause and draw an arrow to the effect help me 

do that unless I already know how to do that? How do I know unless I already know?”
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I thought about that for a long moment. Then I asked him to 

return to his desk. His statement haunted me a long time (and I wrote 

about that student in When Kids Can’t Read:What Teachers Can Do). 

I eventually concluded that I had confused two critically important 

words: instructions and instruction. I was great at providing instruc-

tions; I still had a lot to learn about offering instruction. 

Instructions are giving directions, orders, steps to follow. 

Instruction is providing insight for how to do something.

That year, I kept asking myself, “How can I show 

kids what a cause is if they can’t already identify that 

cause? How do I show them how to make a comparison 

if they can’t already do that?” How do you know if you 

don’t already know? Eventually, I came to understand that the first 

thing I had to do was make kids’ thinking—that invisible process of 

thinking—visible. I had to be able to listen to their reasoning, their 

understanding, their tentative attempts to reason through things if I 

hoped to be able to identify where they needed help. And that meant I 

needed to show them some strategies.

So in an effort to give kids less 

so they will use those tools 

more, we share only seven 

strategies in this section.
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C o n c l u s i o n

And Now You Begin
Louise Rosenblatt once told us that she had considered the title 

The Journey Itself for the book that ultimately became Literature as 

Exploration (1935/1995). She liked the metaphor of reading as a jour-

ney. It suggested that you were on an adventure, not knowing what 

you’d see on the roadside but alert and watchful so that you wouldn’t 

miss it, not sure whom you’d meet along the way but willing to travel 

in their company for a while, not certain where you’d land at the end of 

the trip but curious to discover what this new place might be like.

But she was afraid that the book, if titled The Journey Itself, might 

be shelved by some careless librarian or bookstore clerk in the travel 

section, in between To Kill a Mockingbird on $5 a Day and Frommer’s 

Guide to Heart of Darkness, so she settled for Literature as Exploration. 

That captured at least some of the essence of a journey.

The idea that reading was an exploration suggested that the reader 

would encounter something new, something at least potentially sur-

prising and novel, something unknown. It was not like the drive to 

school in the morning. You know that route; you could drive it with 

your eyes closed—you may actually have done that on a Monday 

morning after a long hard weekend reading student papers. How many 

times have you arrived at school and realized that you hadn’t seen 

many of the landmarks that you know lie along the route? You drove 

automatically, mechanically, barely aware of the traffic and the turns. 

Any surprises were likely to be unpleasant and annoying. The drive to 

work isn’t a journey, an adventure—it’s just a routine obligation, one 

you barely pay attention to.

Reading a book, whether it’s fiction or nonfiction, should be more 

than just routine, though sadly, much of it does become just that. We 

may read through part of the morning paper simply because it’s what 

we always do over our breakfast cereal. Unless some article strikes a 

particularly responsive chord, very little of what we read may sink in. 

Louise Rosenblatt, a friend 

of John Dewey’s, was a 

force in literacy education. 

Her first book, published in 

1935, remains a touchstone 

text today. Her last book 

was published in 2005 

when she was 101, several 

months before her death. 

She was a tireless advocate 

for reading education, 

always asserting that the 

success of our democracy 

was dependent upon all 

being literate to the highest 

levels.

t
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And the novel we pick up just to pass time on the airplane may have 

little more effect upon us.

But both the novel and the morning paper have the potential for 

being more and doing more. Novels (and poems, plays, and movies) 

have the potential for refining our insights into human experience 

and deepening our sympathies. Newspapers (and magazine articles, 

scientific papers, editorials, and all the other texts that fall into the vast 

realm of nonfiction) have the potential for sharp-

ening our understanding of the world around us, 

providing us with new information, new insights, 

or new ways of reasoning. Reading, whether in 

the realm of fiction or that of nonfiction, should 

be something of an adventure. It should be an 

exploration, a journey that offers some possibil-

ity for reflection, rethinking, and discovery. The 

journey through fiction and the journey through 

nonfiction are, however, slightly different. As we 

explained in previous pages, we found that difference to be one of invi-

tation and intrusion:

Fiction invites us into the imaginary world the author has 

created; nonfiction intrudes into our world, and purports to tell 

us something about it.

That is not to say that fiction doesn’t tell us something about our 

world. Certainly it does. But it does so by inviting us into that invented 

world and asking us to observe, listen, notice what’s happening, pay 

attention to the patterns we see, weigh what we find there against the 

understandings and insights that we have brought to the text from our 

other readings and from our lives beyond books, and draw our own 

inferences. Notice and Note was our effort to help students journey 

through those imaginary worlds paying attention to them in ways that 

would generate deeper thought and good conversation.

Nonfiction operates in a somewhat less subtle, somewhat more 

direct fashion. Of course, nonfiction can be subtle and indirect, but it 

seldom denies that it is attempting to tell us about what is, not about 

what the author has imagined or invented. Nonfiction purports to tell 

us something about our world. Nonfiction acknowledges that it has the 

goal of shaping our understanding. It does that in countless different 

Reading Nonfiction has been our effort 

to help students take control over their 

own journeys through nonfiction so that, 

guided by reason and evidence, they get 

safely to a destination for which they can 

take responsibility.
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ways, from the simplicity of a to-do list, to the complexity of a report 

on a scientific experiment, but it almost always makes some assertion 

about the way things are.

And we have to decide what to make of that asser-

tion. We have to decide whether to accept it or reject 

it, or—more likely—we have to figure out how to inte-

grate it into our thinking so that our vision of the world 

is sharper, clearer, better than it was before we read. In 

a sense, nonfiction takes us to a destination, and that 

destination matters.

So, perhaps if Rosenblatt had been thinking more of nonfiction 

and less of fiction and poetry when she was struggling to find the 

title for her book, she might have had other reasons for rejecting The 

Journey Itself. With nonfiction, although obviously we would prefer to 

enjoy, rather than endure, the trip from the opening to the conclud-

ing paragraph, it isn’t the journey itself that matters quite so much as 

where you end up.

Reading Nonfiction has been our effort to help students take con-

trol over their own journeys through nonfiction so that, guided by 

reason and evidence, they get safely to a destination for 

which they can take responsibility. And so now we give 

it to you. It’s your book now. It’s you who will trans-

form these ink blots on the page into meaningful prac-

tices for your students. You will take these ideas, make 

them yours, and in doing so will make them better. 

We don’t expect the journey to be easy. We know that it’s a tough 

time to be a teacher, with policies shifting almost daily and the focus 

more often on the test than on the child. We watch you stand boldly 

against the practices you know are not best, not even good, and we 

watch you remind students that what they cannot do, they simply can-

not do yet. We have always said the best hope for many children is a 

great teacher. 

We so look forward to watching your journey with your kids and 

these ideas. It’s your time to begin.

With nonfiction . . . it isn’t the 

journey itself that matters quite so 

much as where you end up.

We watch you remind students that 

what they cannot do, they simply 

cannot do yet.
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Let’s Talk About It Survey
A Survey of How Talk Is Used in Your Classroom

First, in this space, write your definition of “classroom discussion.” 

Second, complete the survey below. 

sTaTemenT
sTrongly 
agree

agree neuTral disagree
sTrongly 
disagree

Practices and Dispositions

Students who struggle with content 
benefit from first answering questions 
that reveal their understanding of 
basic information before trying to 
consider higher-level questions.

Students seem to listen to one 
another as they answer questions I 
ask of the class.

When discussing content, I generally 
know the answers to the questions I 
ask students.

I plan the order of questions I will ask 
during a classroom discussion.

My classroom discussions look a lot 
like great conversations: Students 
look at one another, listen intently, 
build on comments each other 
make, and reach aha’s about the text 
through their discussions. 

In my classroom discussions I ask 
most of the questions, students 
respond to me, and I evaluate their 
responses.

I mostly keep kids in a large group for 
discussions.
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sTaTemenT
sTrongly 
agree

agree neuTral disagree
sTrongly 
disagree

I believe that student-led discussions 
about a confusing part of a text can 
improve understanding of the text.

I believe I am responsible for telling 
students the accurate information 
that they must learn regarding the 
content I teach. 

I set the topic for discussion in my 
classroom.

I believe my students mostly 
approach classroom discussions 
as a way to show that they read 
and understood the material 
rather than as a tool for improving 
understanding.

I would like to have more classroom 
discussions in my classroom that are 
student-led.

I remind students that talk is a 
powerful way to clarify confusions or 
expand thinking about a topic.

I do not have time in my classroom 
to do much more than ask questions 
about what students have read. 

next Steps

1.  Do your answers reveal any patterns or dispositions you would like to change?

2.  What’s your plan for changing your practices in those areas?

3.   Discuss your survey results with other colleagues. Are there patterns of response in your school that 
suggest areas of growth for the entire faculty?

Let’s Talk About It Survey, continued
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