
! This week, we begin with a challenge.  Read the italicized paragraph that follows and guess what grade 
level to which this applies.  (No cheating – don’t read ahead for the answer.)
	
 During the first 3 months of school these students worked to complete a unit that involved reading and 
writing about realistic fiction. During this unit they read 3-4 novels at a level on or slightly above their current  
independent reading level through the support  and guidance of the teacher and their group members.   They 
wrote extensively about their thinking and understanding of the texts they were reading not only during, but 
before and after their reading.  They were challenged to refer to details and examples in the text to “prove” 
their thinking.   Recently they have begun to study the differences between fiction and non fiction texts, and have 
been investigating informational text structures and  how to use text features as a reader and a writer.  The use 
of historical fiction allows for a mix of these two sets of skills as they will be using their knowledge of fiction 
plot and character traits as well as their ability to use non fiction materials to gather information as they work 
through at complex historical fiction story within their guided group.
	
 Did you guess high school or middle school?  If so, you are incorrect.  This excerpt is a description of 
work that was supplied to me by fourth grade teacher, Julie White, to give me background for a visit to her 
classroom.  This description applies to many of our early grades and is a good example of the high level of work 
being done by our students under the guidance of expert teachers.
	
 I’ve written before about the Common Core and a great deal of misinformation and misunderstanding 
continues to surround this subject.  It is the Common Core that is driving work like this so I want to break it 
down a little.
	
 “Students worked to complete a unit that involved reading and writing about realistic fiction.”  
Typically, most of what students read prior to the Common Core was fiction.  We know, though, we are in a 
increasingly more technical world so that reading non-fiction is an important skill.  The Common Core is 
requiring that approximately 50% of what students read is non-fiction (this varies from grade to grade).  This is 
an important shift that should prepare students better for the world in which they will work.
	
 “They read 3-4 novels at a level on or slightly above their current  independent reading level through the 
support  and guidance of the teacher.”  Instead of having every child read the same story, students are given 
books at a level that is approachable for their individual level but also will stretch their learning.  They still read 
some stories as a class but there are also usually four different groups in a classroom reading 4 different novels.  
This requires an enormous time commitment and knowledge of literally hundreds of books by the teacher.  
When you see our teachers in the classroom, carefully orchestrating the flow of what is really a complicated 
process, it is amazing.  It is true artistry rooted in science.
	
 “They wrote extensively about their thinking and understanding of the texts . . . They were challenged to 
refer to details and examples in the text to “prove” their thinking.”  This is not your mother’s elementary 
classroom.  We are asking students to write, therefore think, at a much higher level than we have before.  
Students can no longer just put forth their ideas based on their own opinions or ideas.  They are required to use 
what they are reading to quote details that will prove what they are saying.  I remember doing that in my 
freshman college English class!
	
 “The use of historical fiction allows for a mix of these two sets of skills.”  Historical fiction combines 
fact with some fictitious elements.  When I observed in the classroom, students were being asked to read 
secondary sources to help determine what aspects of their reading were fact and which were fiction.  I thought 
to myself, “If we can teach students to use this skill when reading or listening to the media, we will have a much 
stronger country!”
	
 Teaching reading is a very complicated task.  The Common Core has raised the stakes to include higher 
levels of thinking and analyzation.  Science is providing many new techniques to help students read and write.   
We know that each child is unique and learns differently.  Pulling it all together is complicated, yet our teachers 
do it every day.  It’s a beautiful thing to behold.
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