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A User’s Guide for Narrative Craft, Character Studies, and 
Interpretation Book Clubs 

September/October 
 

 
 
Before beginning the year, think about scheduling. If you follow the scope and sequence we 
recommend below, consider beginning your reading workshop a day or two prior to the writing 
unit. This will allow you to allot time for each of the sessions—22 days for reading and 21 for 
writing, and end both units at approximately the same time in mid-October. 
 
You’ll want to avoid allowing any one day’s teaching to span two days or more. Instead, move the 
sessions along and convey to students that they have deadlines. Homework can also be used as a 
time for kids to accomplish substantial work. That said, there may be sessions (or Mid-Workshop 
Teaching or Shares) that feel too ambitious for your students at this point in the year. We have 
marked some of these instances below, using asterisks, as a way to indicate teaching that can be 
skipped and/or postponed until later in the year. Know that the minilessons in all the unit of study 
books are written to be ten minutes in length. If you struggle to keep lessons short, you’ll want to 
cut out parts of the lesson that are not as integral to your teaching (for instance, stories told in the 
Connection or Teach). It is unbelievably important to keep your minilessons as short as possible so 
that students have ample time to transfer new learning to their independent reading and writing 
each day. If you find that particular mid-workshop teaching or shares feel like a whole other day’s 
work, you’d be better off skipping them than breaking the session into two days. 
 
In this document, we map out the work students will be doing in this unit (not your teaching). You’ll 
see that on one day, for example, in Session 6 of Narrative Craft, students will write their whole 
story in a day, in a flash draft. It will no doubt happen that some of your kids don’t complete the 
entire draft, but we recommend having them finish for homework rather than dedicating a whole 
other day of work to drafting. Having said this, we do suggest that you add one to two days into the 
unit, sprinkled according to your needs, which you think of as catch up days. We call these 
repertoire days. 
 

 
 
Before making any decisions about how your unit will go, you will want to assess your students in 
reading and writing using the on-demand assessments that accompany the units of study. Doing so 
will give you base-line data on your children as readers and writers and will help to inform the 
decisions you make for your initial units. Reading and Writing Pathways both include chapters on 
how to best administer these assessments and interpret the results. Remember that if students are 
perfectly on track, their work will for the most part align to the fourth-grade standards. The 
checklists and progressions included in these series reflect what students should be able to do by 
the end of each school year.  

Introduction 

Prerequisites/What to Do If Students Aren’t Quite Ready to Start  
This Unit 
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Therefore, you should feel very pleased if many of your children perform in the realm of the fourth 
grade level. Some groups of students may need more foundational work, especially if they are 
reading far below benchmark or do not have a solid foundation in workshop. You’ll find that we’ve 
outlined an alternate course of action for these classrooms in order to bolster students’ skills and 
prepare them for the true work of fifth grade.  
 
We recommend beginning the year with Narrative Craft in writing, regardless of students’ 
performance on their initial narrative on-demands. This unit will launch students into the routines, 
habits and skills of narrative writers. In the outline below, we have indicated a few places where 
you might cut sessions and repeat prior teaching if the unit feels too rigorous for your students. 
 
You have a more substantial decision to make in reading. If students are reading at or above grade-
level, we suggest beginning with Interpretation Book Clubs and teaching that unit in its entirety 
using Home of the Brave by Katherine Applegate as your read aloud. However, many teachers find 
that students enter fifth grade without the foundational skills they’d hope for. This will be evident if 
students are reading at levels that are significantly below benchmark (the Fall benchmark for 5th 
grade is Level S), or if they perform two or more grade levels below benchmark on the performance 
assessment for Grade 5, Unit 1 (see Digital Resources for this assessment and grading rubric). In 
this case, we suggest beginning with a short, bootcamp-like warm up in reading workshop using the 
third grade Character Studies unit. Third grade teachers won’t need this unit at this time, so we’re 
hoping you can borrow the book and help students to strengthen their abilities to develop rich 
theories about characters, study characters’ traits, motivations and change, and revise those 
theories as they read. Character Studies will also help students to support their thinking with 
specific details from across the text as they write and talk about their novels. 
 
If you choose this route, you’ll spend a week teaching students (or reminding students of) a few 
tried and true strategies for studying characters. These sessions will come from the third grade 
Character Studies unit. Next, students will venture into Bend I and Bend II of Interpretation Book 
Clubs. It is your choice whether you teach Bend III in the fall or postpone it until later in the year, 
ideally after winter break in January, if you aren’t able to teach it by late-October. You won’t want to 
extend this unit as you’ll need to move into nonfiction reading and writing by late October. If your 
students are doing well in the unit and you’d like to make it through the entire book, consider 
cutting a few lessons from across the unit. We’ve marked possibilities with asterisks in the chart 
below. 
 

 
 
Each teacher will need his or her own units of study books unless your school is following a 
different curriculum, in which case this User’s Guide won’t be helpful to you. The essential materials 
that you need to teach Narrative Craft are described in detail in the “Welcome to the Unit” section of 
the book.  
 
For reading, the materials you’ll need will depend on whether you decide to start with the fifth 
grade reading book or the third. If you begin with Interpretation Book Clubs, “An Orientation to the 
Unit” at the beginning of the book details all of the materials you’ll need to sustain the unit. If, 

Materials/Getting Ready 
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instead, you decide to begin your year with a one-week mini-version of Character Studies, you’ll 
have a few more decisions to make. 
 
Gathering Books 
 
Inferring about characters and growing ideas about life lessons is work that readers can do in any 
genre, though we use realistic fiction to highlight the work of this unit. If you have lots of readers in 
your class who are devoted to action adventure, then choose a lot of high-interest series with 
strong, dynamic characters. Your book selections might fall into any number of genres within 
fiction: fantasy, mystery, and so on. The most important thing is that your students move up 
reading levels and hone their thinking skills. They can do this work in virtually any book, and will 
get the most work done in books they enjoy. Your K/L/M readers will read about a book a day, or 
four to five books a week. Your N/O/P/Q readers, on the other hand, will probably read about two 
or three books a week, and your readers at R and above should aim to finish a book every four or 
five days. So, you’ll want a lot of high-interest books on hand, and especially a lot of easier books for 
any children who read below grade level.  
 
In the first two bends of this hybrid-unit, we suggest that your fifth graders each read their 
independent books and then discuss those books with their reading partners. If you have enough 
duplicate copies available to allow for same-book partnerships, all the better. Either way, in the 
final portion of this unit (Bend II of Interpretation Book Clubs), students will be in book clubs. Many 
teachers who at first think they do not have the resources for this are pleasantly surprised when 
they scour their classroom libraries, school library, local libraries, and work with grade teams to 
compile multiple copies of books that go together. You can also look at a list of recommended titles 
at various reading levels in the online resources that accompany the third grade units of study. 
There you will find numerous ideas for sets of books that support the organization of this unit. If 
you choose to adapt this to be same-book partnerships you’ll need to change the wording and work 
of lessons accordingly. For instance, when teaching Session 8 from the interpretation book, you’d 
likely steer children to create partner constitutions. Instead of having students study the video clip 
of a book club in Session 14, you might have them analyze a partnership conversation instead. You 
can find numerous clips of partnerships talking about books on our website, using the following 
link: https://vimeo.com/tcrwp.  
 
Read Aloud 
 
Interpretation Book Clubs draws on two read alouds—Home of the Brave by Katherine Applegate 
and, if you teach Bend III now, the picture book Fly Away Home by Eve Bunting. You’ll find a pacing 
guide on page xv of “An Orientation to the Unit.” This guide will tell you which pages to read on 
which days of the unit. Of course, if you don’t teach Bend III now, you’ll want to finish the book soon 
after ending Bend II.  
 
For the first few days of the year, we are recommending that you teach the initial lessons from 
Character Studies using “Stray,” by Cynthia Rylant. Students will be familiar with this text from the 
performance assessment and will be able to revisit it in order to do higher-level inference work.  
 
You will also use the short picture book, Peter’s Chair by Ezra Jack Keats, to introduce the concept of 
story mountain and tracking a character’s journey across a story. Even if students have read this 

https://vimeo.com/tcrwp
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before, you can remind them that readers return to favorite stories again and again, seeing more as 
they become more sophisticated thinkers. 
 

 
 
In the first eight sessions of reading workshop, you will draw your lessons from Bend I and II of 
Character Studies, engaging students in a close study of the characters in their independent reading 
books. They will begin by being alert to characters’ words and actions, using what they notice to 
form ideas about that character's personalities. Then, you will help students to grow larger theories 
about characters by noticing patterns, asking questions, and studying their roles in a story. Students 
will learn about the places worth studying in a book—the places where a character is most apt to 
reveal elements of his or her personality—and you’ll want to nudge them to independently stop, 
think, jot, and/or talk about what they are learning in these places. You will also help students to 
pay special attention to the story mountain in their books and the ways in which certain parts of the 
story arc (challenges, climaxes, resolutions) are especially revealing when studying characters.  All 
the while, students will have opportunities to practice this work alongside each other in your class 
read alouds, “Stray” and Peter’s Chair. 
 
For Bend I of writing workshop, we recommend following Narrative Craft to a T.  Make it clear that 
you expect students to draw not just on what you teach across the next few weeks, but on all 
they’ve learned about writing personal narratives in years past. Some teachers help to jog students’ 
memory by hanging up charts of strategies borrowed from fourth or even third grade teachers. 
Others have students look back over their writing notebooks from the year prior, recalling all they 
know about generating ideas, storytelling, and so on. You’ll want to approach this unit anticipating 
that in all ways, you’ll be traveling familiar ground in hopes of raising the level of student work. 
 
You’ll raise the level of the entire unit if you can rally students to tackle stories of personal 
significance. Students will ask themselves questions like, “What is my version of that soccer game? 
What was going on for me that wasn’t going on for anyone else? What’s the real story?” You’ll help 
students write stories that carry significance and that are shaped like true stories, not like 
chronicles, by teaching them some new strategies for generating personal narrative writing as well 
as reminding students of strategies they already know. Children will practice dreaming the dream 
of their stories, reexperiencing an event, and then putting pen to paper. 
 

 
 
Next, we recommend you move to Interpretation Book Clubs for the duration of the reading unit, 
beginning with Bend I: Writing about Reading with Voice and Investment. Across the next seven 
days, you’ll ask students to become more committed to their readers’ notebooks than ever before. 
As part of that, you’ll rally them to regard the writing they do about their reading as every bit as 
important as the writing they do in writing workshop. You’ll invite students to approach their 
reading notebooks the way they do their writing notebooks—with conviction, a sense of purpose, 
and voice.  
 

Bend I for Reading and Writing 

 

Bend II for Reading and Writing 
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It will be important to show students examples of strong notebook entries. Students can study 
these mentor texts to discover new ways to lift the level of their own writing about reading. You’ll 
find numerous samples on the Digital Resources that accompany this unit. You will want to help 
students see reader’s notebooks as seedbeds for thought—not places to record perfectly thought-
out ideas using essay-like structure. Students will learn about places worth studying and books, and 
practice exploring their ideas in writing. In time, and with your instruction, students will learn to 
think and write analytically—ranking, sorting, selecting, combining, and categorizing ideas, people, 
events, and details from their books. 
 
In Bend II of writing workshop, students will choose a seed idea to take through the writing 
process. You’ll help them draw on all the narrative crafting techniques they have ever learned, and 
your emphasis will be on teaching students that craft and revision are always driven by an effort to 
communicate meaning. When making decisions (for instance, how to start their story), students will 
ask questions like: “What is my story really about?” and “What am I really wanting to say about this 
event?” and then write and revise in order to convey that meaning. By the end of this bend, students 
will have written two entire drafts (and been reminded that it usually helps to draft quickly, letting 
velocity help to create cohesion and to bring voice to the piece) and will have revised their best 
draft extensively.  
 

 
 
Finally, in reading workshop, you’ll want to usher your students into Interpretation Book Clubs as a 
vehicle for raising the level of their thinking, writing, and talking about literature. By studying the 
skills and strategies of interpretation, your readers will work together in their clubs to identify the 
themes that thread through their books. They will learn that the art of interpretation is not about 
placing a tag on a book with a pre-made cliché on it (such as “Work hard and you will succeed”). 
Instead, students will work to talk and write in ways that link ideas and build larger theories. You’ll 
teach them to try on the interpretations that others bring to a text, viewing and reviewing the book 
in light of an idea that may not have been their own. Your students will come to see book clubs as 
little debate clubs—places where they can try out ideas, be challenged, and ultimately engage in 
rich book club conversations that hold them accountable for defending their ideas with reasons and 
evidence. 
 
Your writing unit will culminate with Bend III of Narrative Craft, Learning from Mentor Texts. In 
this last part of the unit, students will begin anew with a third personal narrative. This time, you’ll 
help them draw on all they learned earlier to progress with more independence. You’ll encourage 
them also to learn from close reading of a mentor text, the narrative section of Cisneros’s “Eleven” 
as they ask, “What did Sandra Cisneros do to write her story that I, too, could try?” Students will 
then develop their skills at analyzing and annotating mentor texts and emulating the craft moves of 
a published author. As they do this, you will return to the work you taught earlier in the unit—
reminding children of the importance of dramatizing a scene to capture the unfolding experience on 
the page.  
 
 
 
 

Bend III for Reading and Writing 
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Writing 
 
One issue teachers report is that students will recount moments from their lives that could be 
novels! We often refer to these as watermelon ideas and work to help students narrow the timeline 
of events to one, small moment in time, or seed (e.g. the moment when they challenged themselves 
to ride a roller coaster rather than an entire day at an amusement park). You will also want to be 
sure you are using a stand alone mentor text about the length of what you expect your students to 
write. Typically for 5th graders at this point in the year, this can range from 2-7 pages. If your 
student is struggling to cut down their story, guide them to lay it out on a time line or arc and 
choose one episode to draft for this publishing cycle. For some students, dubbing it as a ‘chapter’ 
helps them imagine future projects they can write from their timeline.  
 
As with all narrative writing, students will need to be guided toward staying in scenes versus 
summary. There are a lot of teaching points sprinkled across the book to help support that work, 
but you might also turn to the second half of If...Then… book in their series for additional tips to use 
in conferences and small group work.  
 
As you know by now, the real work of this unit is finding meaning in the stories of our lives. You 
might feel frustrated at times when your students seem to be writing about seemingly insignificant 
moments. Seemingly is an important word to keep in mind. Lending an ear and a few lean questions 
can help students dig a bit deeper. While they may seem to be writing endlessly about times spent 
at the park with their dad, don’t give up on the idea that there is something deeper there. Even if the 
writer doesn’t know it yet! Helping students ask questions like, “Why do I keep writing about my 
dad? What’s so important about him? Does he play an important role in my life?” will go a long way 
towards helping them to imbue their stories with meaning. 
 
Reading 
 
Volume matters. You’ll want to see kids reading up a storm, and you’ll want that reading work to be 
intense and alert, just like you are modeling in the read aloud. In Bend I, when you are teaching 
students to write about their reading, you’ll want to be especially conscious of making sure that 
students have enough time to read, and not just write about their reading. That said, I slight drop in 
reading volume is to be expected when you are shifting the focus to writing. Because volume is so 
critical, though, you’ll want to make sure you make up for lost time in Bend II and III. Throughout 
the book, we’ve suggested that students write about their reading on post-it notes or with quick jots 
in their reading notebooks. These jots should be brief, just a minute or two, and then you should 
channel students back into their reading. You’ll want to regularly scan students’ reading logs to see 
that volume is high and address any concerns as needed. Plan to meet with any students who are 
not reading at a high volume, about ¾-page per minute, or whose volume is varying from day to 
day. Consider some of these tips: 
 

Insights Gleaned From Other Teachers Who Have Taught This 

Unit/Special Concerns 
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 Get kids to set goals for themselves or for the class. An individual kid could work to read 
more pages during reading workshop. A class might work on reading more minutes 
each day or week. Post goals publicly, and track (and celebrate!) progress toward them.  

 Study readings logs yourself, and teach students to study their own reading logs. Get 
kids to notice patterns in their reading. They might ask, “When do I read the most? What 
conditions let me read more? When do I read the least? What conditions led to that?” 
Then, they can make plans for how to read more.  

 Be sure kids are taking their books home each night. Sometimes reading volume drops 
because kids don’t have the books they need to read.  

 Study your own teaching. Are your minilessons running beyond 10 minutes? If your 
minilessons are longer than 10 minutes, kids are losing time to read. Make it a priority 
to keep your minilessons to 10 minutes to preserve time for students to read 
independently. We recommend setting a timer to help with this.  

 
Reading Assessments Are Taking Too Long! 
 
Your initial reading assessments need to be finished by Session 6, so you can match students with 
long-term reading partners on their level. To facilitate this, you’ll want to make your assessments as 
brief as possible and rely on information about your students’ end-of-year reading levels and 
summer reading to help you gauge what level to start at. The conferring and small-group work 
section on page 17 in the unit, Making Assessments as Efficient as Possible, will provide you with 
particular support in this area.  
 
Students Need Support With Foundational Skills:  
 
You may find your students need more support with foundational reading skills. Here are some tips 
for how to support them by drawing on third grade units of study and the learning progressions:  
 

If your students 
need support 
with... 

Then you can... 

Tackling difficult 
words 

 Consult the Third Grade Unit 1, Building a Reading Life, and study Session 
14: Figuring Out Hard Words. Since third grade teachers will be using this 
book, you’ll want to write your own session based on this session.  

 Study the chart on p. 162 of Building a Reading Life titled “Readers Climb 
the Hurdles of Hard Words By…” to get ideas for how to support your 
students. Use these strategies in conferences or in strategy groups.  

 Study the chart on p. 153 of Building a Reading Life, which looks at how to 
help students figure out the meaning of unfamiliar words. This chart has 
been used whole class and with small groups of students from grades 3-8, 
which much success.  

 Use the Word Solving thread of the Word Work strand of the Learning 
Progression to identify needs and form small groups. 
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Reading fluently  Draw upon the Fluency and Punctuation strand of the Learning 
Progression to identify needs and form small groups.  

 Consult the share on p. 165 of the Third Grade Building a Reading Life unit 
for ideas of how to support fluency.  

 Get partnerships working on fluency together. Partners could identify key 
scenes and work on reading and rereading those scenes as fluently as 
possible.  

 
Kids are Having Difficulty With Self-Assessment/Goal-Setting Work:  
You might notice that students are having trouble self-assessing and setting goals and that might 
make you think about skipping the parts of sessions that ask kids to do this work. We strongly 
encourage you not to do this, and instead to jump in and give them a try. There is a lot of work 
around self-assessing and goal-setting embedded into this unit. You’ll give your kids a performance 
assessment, invite them to score their initial attempts, and then ask them to work with those 
rubrics across the unit. This is important work as it lays the foundation for the work students will 
do across the remainder of the year, and it is not surprising if the initial work they do is an 
approximation at best. Embrace those approximations and teach students to make them better!  
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Pacing Guide 

Day Writing 
Workshop 
(Narrative 

Craft) 

Reading Workshop 
(Character Studies) 

Read Aloud 

 Bend I Bend I: Character Studies  

1 Session 1: 
Starting with 
Turning 
Points 

Session 2: From Observations to Ideas: 
Readers Think, “What Is My Character 
Like?” 
*Because you are skipping Session 1, 
you’ll want to cut today’s Connection and 
replace it with a simple reminder that 
readers can study character’s words and 
actions. 

Revisit “Stray,” by Cynthia Rylant, 
focusing on helping students 
practice the strategies they learn 
in Bend I. You will want to help 
students think about the 
characters, their relationships, 
and the ways in which they 
change across the story. 

2 Session 2: 
Dreaming the 
Dream of the 
Story 

Session 3: Noticing Patterns, Seeing 
More: Growing Theories about a 
Character 

3  Session 4: Growing Bigger Theories 
about a Character: Asking Why 

4  Session 7: Stories Are Shaped Like a 
Mountain: Readers Watch Characters Go 
Up—and Down 
*If students are not in book clubs, you’ll 
want to cut all mention of clubs and new 
books and treat today like any other day 
in reading workshop. For the Mid-
Workshop Teaching, you might have 
students prepare to talk to a partner 
about their ideas, regardless of whether 
they are reading the same or different 
books. 

5  Session 8: Readers Expect Characters to 
Face—and React to—Trouble 

6  Session 11: Readers Pay Close Attention 
to the Climax of a Story, Noticing How 
the Main Character is Tested 

Appendix 
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7  Session 12: Readers Notice How a 
Character Resolves Big Trouble 

8  Session 13: Readers Learn Alongside 
Their Characters 

  Bend II: Interpretation Book Clubs 
(Bend I) 

 

9  Session I: Taking Charge of Your 
Reading Life 

Begin Home of the Brave 
alongside Interpretation Book 
Clubs. You will find a pacing 
guide on page xv of “An 
Orientation to the Unit.” 

10  Session 2: Writing Well about Reading 

11  Session 3: Writing about Reading Means 
Reading with a Writerly Wide-
Awakeness 

12  Session 4: Grounding Your Thinking in 
the Text and Carrying It with You as You 
Read On 

13  * Session 5: Whose Story is This, 
Anyway? Considering Perspective and 
Its Effects 
*Skip this session if your unit is not 
progressing as quickly as you’d like. 

14  Session 6: Learning to Think 
Analytically 

15  Session 7: Having Second Thoughts: 
Revising Writing about Reading 

  Bend III: Interpretation Book Clubs 
(Bend II) 

 

16  Session 8: Launching Interpretation 
Book Clubs 

Continue Home of the Brave, 
following the pacing guide and 
then read it through to 
completion. 17  Session 9: Characters—and Readers—

Find Meaning in the Midst of Struggle 

18  *Session 10: Seeing a Text Through the 
Eyes of Other Readers 
     *Skip this session if your unit is not 
progressing as quickly as you’d like. 
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19  Session 11: Linking Ideas to Build 
Larger Theories and Interpretations 

20  Session 12: Reading On, with 
Interpretations in Mind 

21  Session 13: Debating to Prompt Rich 
Book Conversation  

22  Session 14: Reflecting on Ourselves as 
Book Clubs 
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A User’s Guide for Tackling Complexity: Moving Up Levels 
of Nonfiction 

October/November 
Level 3 Benchmark: Levels S/T 

 

 
 
To begin, this unit lets your kids in on a big secret: nonfiction texts are becoming more complex, 
and the reading strategies that once could be used to make meaning won’t always work with these 
more complex texts. Then, throughout the rest of the unit, students are given a chance to study and 
apply this complex strategy work by researching any topic in the world they’re interested in (their 
favorite pop star, the atomic bomb, the french fry). Step back and watch as students grow in their 
abilities to identify and infer main ideas, accumulate topic-specific vocabulary, and rise to meet the 
reading challenges set forth by the books they read.  
 
This unit is paired with Information Writing: Feature Articles on Topics of Personal Expertise. The 
power of teaching these two units side by side is that students will have the opportunity to apply 
what they are learning about informational texts in reading to their own writing. As they craft 
pieces on topics of their own choosing, they can use the structures and craft moves that they see in 
action while reading independently to lift the level of their own writing.  
 

 
 
This unit builds off of previous nonfiction work in three 4th grade nonfiction reading units: Reading 
the Weather, Reading the World; Reading History; and Nonfiction Book Clubs: Author Study. It 
assumes that students have some skills around main idea, cross-text synthesis, and text structure.  
 
If your students, as a whole, are reading far below grade level, and your assessments of their 
nonfiction reading skills reveal they need more foundational support, you might consider working 
within some of the nonfiction units from previous grades. For example, the third grade Reading to 
Learn: Grasping Main Ideas and Text Structures provides a significant amount of support in main 
ideas and text structures. Using your assessment data will help you to make stronger teaching 
decisions for your learners who are not yet reading at the level S/T benchmark. 
 

 
 
This unit is all about helping kids deal with the complexities in texts at their just-right reading level. 
That means that your students should be matched with nonfiction texts they can read with high 
levels of accuracy, comprehension, and fluency. They should not be holding texts that are difficult 
for them to read. There will be PLENTY of complexities embedded in your students’ just-right 

Introduction 

Prerequisites/What to Do If Students Aren’t Quite Ready to Start  
This Unit 

Materials/Getting Ready 
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books. It’s also a unit where kids are reading high-interest nonfiction on any topic they’re 
interested in.  
 
If you do not have enough books in your library to keep kids reading high-interest nonfiction the 
entire period, here are some things you could try: 
 Borrow books from wherever you can: the school library, other classes, or the public library.  
 Stagger reading workshop periods across the grade level. Group all the nonfiction books on the 

grade onto a cart, and pass the cart from classroom to classroom.  
 Have students read high-interest nonfiction for the first twenty minutes of the workshop and 

then continue reading fiction for the remainder of the workshop.  
 Supplement your students’ collections with high-interest articles. Many teachers have found 

that Junior Scholastic, Scholastic News, Time for Kids, and NewsELA are great sources to draw 
from.  

 
Spend a bit of time preparing your classroom library for the unit. Kids can read tougher nonfiction 
texts if they can build up their background knowledge on the topic, and one way they can do this is 
by sequencing books on a topic from easiest to hardest and reading the easier books first. To help 
facilitate this, you’ll want a lot of the nonfiction books in your library to be grouped by topic. That 
way, a child who wants to learn more about world wars can start with the easiest book in the set 
and move to progressively harder books.  
 
In Bend II, kids will be pursuing independent nonfiction research projects. If you have 30 kids in 
your class, this could mean that kids are studying 30 different topics and that they need materials to 
read on all of those topics. In the unit, we suggest you put the work of gathering resources into your 
kids’ hands and that you teach them how to do this work well so they are prepared to do similar 
work in middle school. Here are some ways you might address this: 
 
 Have kids choose their own topics (any topic they want to research). Get kids to identify a topic 

several days before Bend II launches so they have time to begin gathering books and materials. 
Set aside time for students to visit the computer lab, the school library, the local library, etc. so 
they can read about a topic they’re interested in.  

 Create possible research sets out of the books in your classroom. Do you have 8 books on 
detectives and spies? Do you have 7 books on poisonous creatures? Different kids might decide 
to investigate those topics.  

 Invite kids to research in groups. This will allow them (and you) to pool resources together. If 
you make this decision, we recommend you still give students choice over what topic they 
study. There’s something powerful about teaching students to read well on a topic of personal 
interest.  

 Think about what texts kids should be reading at home. If kids have a large number of texts on 
their topic, it’s great if they can be researching their topic at home and at school. If not, have 
kids research their topic in school and read high-interest nonfiction or fiction at home to keep 
up their volume of reading.  
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This unit draws on the teacher’s knowledge of nonfiction text complexity. To build up your 
knowledge, you might read Chapter 5 in Reading Pathways which explores the different strands of 
nonfiction text complexity: explicitness and complexity of meaning, structure (including text 
features), language/vocabulary, and knowledge demands.  
 
Nonfiction read aloud time really is critical within this unit. Reading nonfiction aloud boosts 
engagement, helps your kids develop a love of reading nonfiction, gives you time to model writing 
about reading, and gives you an opportunity to help students practice critical reading skills. Kids 
quickly fell in love with When Lunch Fights Back: Wickedly Clever Animal Defenses by Rebecca 
Johnson. This book does not have to be read in order. We also recommend reading aloud Alien 
Deep: Revealing the Mysterious Living World at the Bottom of the Ocean by Bradley Johnson. This 
book is more narrative, so you’ll want to read through the chapters in order.  
 
In Bend II, your students will take on their own independent inquiry projects. Teachers found it 
really helped if they started talking about these projects early, before Bend II launched. You’ll notice 
that several shares and homework assignments address this in Bend I. Be sure to teach them! More 
time to prepare means more time to gather resources. A little time invested upfront will really help 
your kids to be successful with their research!  
 
Teachers who used the Amazing Octopus texts, available on the Online Resources, found them to be 
incredibly valuable resources in their conferences and small groups. We recommend that you 
familiarize yourself with them by printing and reading the whole set. You might even annotate 
them to show the different ways they get complex and then give strategies to deal with those 
complexities. The conferring and small-group work section in Session 7 includes a model of what 
this could look like and tips for how to use the texts in your work with students. You’ll also want to 
note the ways the Amazing Octopus texts are used in minilessons, since you can use these same 
techniques with students in smaller groups.  
 

 
 
Across this bend, you’ll lead students through a giant investigation into the ways nonfiction texts 
are becoming complex. This starts on day two, as kids learn that even orienting to texts is getting 
trickier. After that, every few days you’ll teach them about a new way their nonfiction texts are 
getting tricky and you’ll teach them strategies that will help them tackle the tricky parts.  
 
Inquiry is a major teaching method in this unit. It’s easy for inquiry minilessons to run long if you 
let all kids share and for engagement to go way down if the conversation is going back and forth 
between you and one or two kids. To keep your inquiries moving along, minimize the amount of 
sharing kids do with the whole group. Instead you might say, “I heard you saying…” and name out 
something you heard kids say (or something that you wish they would have said). To keep 
engagement high, maximize partner talk. After one kid shares, you might say, “Where do you see 

Insights Gleaned From Other Teachers Who Have Taught This 

Unit/Special Concerns 

Bend I: Working with Text Complexity 
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the author using that strategy? Turn and find some examples with your partner.” This will keep all 
kids engaged across the inquiry.  
 
Volume matters when kids are reading nonfiction. You don’t want your kids to lose the reading 
stamina they built up during the Interpretation Book Clubs unit. You’ll see that the share in Session 
1 asks kids to analyze their reading logs to see if they’re reading close to ¾ of a page per minute. 
You might repeat this share a few times across the unit or reference reading logs in your 
conferences to keep the spotlight on volume. Because volume matters, we also recommend that you 
postpone writing about reading until Session 4. That way, kids get a sense of what it feels like to 
read a large chunk of nonfiction without stopping to write. When kids do start to write about their 
reading you’ll want to channel them to read for 15 to 20 minutes and then to pause after that to 
write about their reading.  
 
This unit assumes that kids are carrying over information about how to determine the main idea of 
a text that they’ve learned in previous years. If your pre-assessment reveals that your students are 
having difficulty determining the main idea of the text, look to the conferring and small-group work 
section in Session 3: Supporting Foundational Work Around Main Idea. This will give you several 
foundational ideas, including ways you can support students who are at Levels 2 and 3 on the Main 
Ideas and Supporting Details/Summary strand of the learning progression. You might also borrow a 
copy of Reading to Learn: Grasping Main Ideas and Text Structures (Grade 3) and reference Sessions 
3 and 5.  
 
In Session 7, you’ll remind your students of familiar text structures that they worked with in third 
and fourth grade. If your students are unfamiliar with common text structures (compare and 
contrast, cause and effect, problem and solution, chronological, etc.), you might refer back to 
Research Clubs: Elephants, Penguins, and Frogs, Oh My! (Grade 3), particularly sessions 9 to 11, 
which introduce the students to a variety of text structures and teach them how to use those text 
structures to take notes. You might decide to bring in one or two of those minilessons here, or to 
draw your kids’ attention to text structures as you are reading aloud. When Lunch Fights Back is a 
great text to use to practice this work, as Rebecca Johnson regularly moves from one text structure 
to another.  
 
Session 8 introduces a tool that is sure to become a favorite for you and your kids: the Text 
Complexity Cards. One set of cards lists a bunch of complexities kids have discovered in their texts, 
and the other set of cards lists matching strategies that kids can try out when they face those 
complexities. In the conferring and small-group work section in Session 8, you’ll see suggestions for 
how to help kids use these cards. You’ll also see some ways teachers have shared them with kids:  
 
 Make double-sided cards with the strategy on one side and the challenge on the other side. 

Color-code the cards to make the strategies and challenges easy to identify.  
 Place the cards on post-it notes. This makes them easy to stick in books.  
 Keep the pages as is, but mark each challenge with a number. Mark the corresponding strategy 

with the same number. Kids can first identify the challenge and then find the strategy they need.  
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This bend is all about helping students apply what they’ve learned about reading complex 
nonfiction to their own nonfiction reading projects. They’ll conduct research in different ways, 
sometimes doing primary research where students conduct interviews and make observations, and 
other times doing secondary research where they read/view sources. Each day, kids should be 
reading, jotting notes, and growing their ideas about their topic.  
 
In third and fourth grade, students learned that they could survey their topic to determine the 
subtopics it included, and then set up their notebooks to take notes on those different subtopics. 
This supported them with cross-text(s) synthesis work. Kids should transfer that work so they are 
synthesizing the information they’re learning across sources. Also, students should be adding to 
their existing notes instead of starting a new page of notes each day. Remind kids to do some of this 
work if they are not.  
 
Since kids are finding their own texts and researching their own topics, they’re likely to face some 
predictable challenges. Here are some ways teachers have addressed these problems.  
 

If you see... Then you can…  

Students reading texts that 
are too tough 

Teach students to sequence their texts, starting with the easiest text to 
build up background knowledge and then reading through increasingly 
difficult texts.  
 
Remind students to use their Text Complexity cards to help them when 
they face tricky parts.  

Students’ research plans 
aren’t realistic. (For 
example, kids are planning 
to go to the moon to 
research outer space.)  

Pull students together for a small group to teach them how to develop 
realistic research plans (see the conferring and small-group work 
section in Session 10 for ideas of how this could go).  

Kids can’t find a lot of 
resources on their topic 

Suggest kids study a slightly broader topic. A child interested in an 
obscure rap artist is often interested in a broader topic if their first 
choice is still included within that topic. They could, for instance, study 
rap.  

Kids need support with 
foundational nonfiction 
reading skills.  

Use the leveled Octopus Texts for small group work and conferences. 
These texts are available in the Online Resources for the unit.  

Students are reading and 
aren’t doing anything with 
their research.  

Rely on the research club structure that is introduced in Bend II. Group 
students together with other kids who are studying similar topics. Make 
sure to teach the Shares in Bend II, as many of those shares invite kids to 
work together in research clubs to share ideas and grow their thinking.  

Bend II: Applying Knowledge about Nonfiction Reading to Nonfiction 

Reading Project 



 
Teachers College Reading and Writing Project 
Reading User’s Guide, Fifth Grade, 2016-2017 

Tackling Complexity: Moving Up Levels of Nonfiction 
 

Duplicate with permission only 
Please contact permissions@readingandwritingproject.com 

2016-2017 © 

6 

Across this bend, you’ll want to see students really strengthening their writing about reading. You’ll 
want to see kids who are writing to make sense of what the author is teaching, and you’ll also want 
to see kids designing their own writing about reading based on what they want to learn. Then, too, 
you should see kids moving up and down the ladder of abstraction as they write, from big, abstract 
ideas to the tiny particular details. As you place an emphasis on writing about reading, you’ll want 
to balance this with an emphasis on volume. Kids should still be doing a significant chunk of reading 
each day.  
 
You’ll want to make a big deal out of the learning kids have done in this bend. We recommend you 
end the unit with a one-day, fast-paced session where kids plan seminars on the topic they’ve been 
researching and then disperse to different classes around the school to teach those seminars to 
other people. This takes a little bit of coordination on your behalf because you’ll need to set up 
classes that your kids can present to. What matters most is that kids have an audience to share 
with, not that their products are perfect. Think of these as rough-draft seminars; keep them to a 
day, and then move on to your next unit. 
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A User’s Guide for Argument and Advocacy: Researching 
Debatable Issues and The Research-Based Argument 

Essay 
November/December (Level 3 Reading Benchmark: T) 

 

 
 
This User’s Guide assumes that you have your own set of the fifth grade Units of Study books and 
makes references to The Research-Based Argument Essay and Argument and Advocacy: Researching 
Debatable Issues throughout. If you don’t have these books, the guide will be of little use to you and 
you'll likely want to refer to the TCRWP's curricular calendars distributed in previous years. 
 
Although there is alignment between any reading and writing unit, The Research-Based Argument 
Essay and Argument and Advocacy were particularly written to complement each other and to be 
taught simultaneously. Argument is challenging work and students need more practice with 
reading, evaluating, and making arguments. Pairing these units gives students more time to practice 
their argument skills in both reading and writing time.  
 
In writing workshop students will research the issue of chocolate milk in schools and will each 
write two argument essays about that issue. Then, in Bend Three, they write another argument 
essay on an issue of their choice.  
 
Meanwhile, in reading workshop, students will work in research clubs to study an issue other than 
chocolate milk—and they debate the issue they study. Then later, this issue that they study during 
reading time becomes the subject of the kids’ writing in Bend Three of the writing unit. The Unit of 
Study books channel kids towards a few possible issues and provide a wealth of materials on those 
issues—should people support or boycott zoos?; Are extreme sports worth the risks? 
 
You should not feel overly concerned about lining up the teaching of these units and making sure 
that every day is matched between the units. It's not necessary to think about the alignment in such 
detail. In general, Reading Workshop, Writing Workshop, and Read Aloud can be launched 
simultaneously and will support each other as the units progress. 
 

 
 
You want to consider whether or not your students might need more work on foundational skills in 
opinion/argument writing—essay structure,  in particular—before tackling The Research-Based 
Argument essay unit. Boxes and Bullets: Personal and Persuasive Essay Unit for 4th graders really 
supports students’ foundational understanding of essay structure. If your students come into your 
room not having been taught this prior unit, you will definitely want to take a day or so to do some 
of the “I love ice cream” boot camp work at the start of Boxes and Bullets: Personal and Persuasive 

Introduction 

Prerequisites/What to Do If Students Aren’t Quite Ready to Start  
This Unit 



 
Teachers College Reading and Writing Project 
Reading User’s Guide, Fifth Grade, 2016-2017 

Argument and Advocacy: Researching Debatable Issues and  
The Research-Based Argument Essay 

 

Duplicate with permission only 
Please contact permissions@readingandwritingproject.com 

2016-2017 © 

2 

Essay (Session 1) so that students can see how to frame essays (especially the importance of 
creating parallel supports: “One reason I love ice cream is because…, Another reason I love ice 
cream is because…”). It is also important for writers to learn to help orient their readers to what the 
piece will argue by laying out those supports for the thesis at the start of the essay. When writers 
use these kinds of key transitional stems to move between major sections in their piece, the piece 
feels more organized.   
 
Even if kids have already been taught Boxes and Bullets, some will need more help structuring 
essays. If you notice you have writers having trouble organizing their writing, you can also do a 
version of essay boot camp as small group work with those writers. 
 
If you taught Tackling Complexity before this reading unit, then your students have already engaged 
in research and have spent time doing cross text synthesis work. If your students have difficulty 
synthesizing information learned from reading across texts on a topic, you might consider 
borrowing Research Clubs from your third grade colleagues and doing some small group work 
around cross-text synthesis (Session 2 of that unit will be particularly helpful to you). Session 5 of 
the 4th grade American Revolution book could also help you do small group work with your fifth 
graders who struggle with cross-text synthesis.  
 

 
 
People who taught these units last year said that the biggest challenges revolved around getting the 
materials ready. For both the reading and writing unit, you will need to create text sets so that 
students can read different perspectives on an issue.  
 
In writing workshop, you’ll want to gather a small handful of short digital texts on the issue of 
chocolate milk in schools. You’ll purposefully want to keep this text set small so that students can 
spend the bulk of their time writing about the issue. You can find text suggestions in the digital 
resources for the writing unit. These are critical and will save you tons of time. The Units of Study 
Facebook community can also help you access materials other teachers have used—it is a great 
source of support. 
 
Remember that right from the start, during reading time, students are researching an issue other 
than chocolate milk. So, you will want to gather texts around a few other issues—and the digital 
materials set you up to do this around issues such as banning plastic water bottles or animals in 
captivity in zoos. Note that the digital resources suggest short digital texts as well as articles from 
print magazines, multimedia clips and longer books.  
 
These are a few tips to help you prepare materials: 
 

 Some grade teams split up the work with each teacher on the grade taking charge of 
creating the text set for one or two issues for all the classes on the grade.  

 Some schools decide to limit the number of choices available to students so that several 
clubs study the same issue. This allows for less time spent on preparation (though now you 
must make more copies of everything).  If your readers read at low levels, you may want to 

Materials/Getting Ready 



 
Teachers College Reading and Writing Project 
Reading User’s Guide, Fifth Grade, 2016-2017 

Argument and Advocacy: Researching Debatable Issues and  
The Research-Based Argument Essay 

 

Duplicate with permission only 
Please contact permissions@readingandwritingproject.com 

2016-2017 © 

3 

especially focus on the issues of extreme sports and zoos, as there is a text set for each of 
those issues that is designed for lower level readers.  

 Still other teachers decided to ask students do the bulk of their research digitally and 
bookmarked links to the texts so that students could navigate to these sites more easily.  

 You could also print out articles and ask students not to write on them so that you could use 
these articles for another group in Bend III. Know that it will be important to have a way for 
students to annotate at least a few of the texts as they learn more about annotation during 
the unit (so teach them to annotate using post its or have just a few texts for students to 
write on).  

 Know that you will also be able to purchase a shelf of books designed to support the 
Argument and Advocacy unit through the TCRWP Classroom Library Project. This shelf will 
include books to support students learning background information for all of the eight 
issues suggested in the unit.  

 
One other note about materials for the reading unit: you’ll also need to gather a small handful of 
texts for Day 1 of the reading unit when students read argumentative and persuasive texts 
(including household products) to practice evaluating arguments. Again, you’ll find suggestions for 
these on digital resources. You can also add a few texts of your own that you’ve gathered from 
around your own home, if you’d like. You can return to some of these texts (not the household 
items) later in the unit, when students again evaluate arguments and use these texts in your small 
group work and conferring. 
 
You’ll also want to gather your read alouds. As these units complement each other, your read aloud 
time can support both reading and writing workshop. During Bend I, we suggest you read aloud on 
the same issue your students are studying—chocolate milk in schools. You can read some of the 
same texts your students are using during writing workshop (in addition to a few longer ones on 
nutrition). During Bend II, you can continue to read aloud a few texts on chocolate milk in schools 
but you can also read (or watch) some texts on other issues. For Bend III, to mirror the work your 
students are doing in both reading and writing of moving to focus on a new issue, you can read a 
few texts aloud about a new issue. The reading unit suggests the issue of killer whale shows. 
Interestingly enough, Sea World has just announced that it is ending its killer whale shows. 
Therefore, you may decide you want to read aloud on another issue, perhaps the issue of plastic 
water bottles. Of course, you could still decide to have students read about killer whale shows and 
consider if Sea World made the right call. You’ll see specific suggestions for read alouds in the 
digital resources for the reading unit and in the Welcome to the Unit. 
 

 
 
In Bend I of The Research-Based Argument Essay, students each read a few short texts to learn about 
different perspectives on the issue of whether chocolate milk should be served or banned in 
schools. They then write a letter to their school principal to convince him/her of that position. As 
students write their letters, there is a focus on writing with clear structure, including evidence to 
support reasons, and unpacking that evidence.  Meanwhile, during read aloud time, students are 
listening to short texts about chocolate milk in schools (which could be the same texts they are 
using in writing workshop) and longer books about nutrition. 

Bend I 
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Simultaneously in reading workshop, students are working in research clubs to research one issue, 
chosen from several options around which you have text sets. They are not researching chocolate 
milk in schools, but rather an issue such as whether or not extreme sports are worth the risks. We 
have made the choice not to have students research chocolate milk in schools because students will 
already be writing about this issue in writing workshop and studying it as a class demonstration 
study during your read aloud time and minilessons in reading workshop. Students will likely not 
also want to study that same issue in their clubs. So, we’ve provided other options of debatable 
issues students can study in clubs during reading workshop (“Should people support or boycott 
zoos?”; “Should plastic water bottles be banned?”, etc.) During this bend, they prepare to debate the 
issue they are studying with members of their club. Students read short digital texts on the issue 
and longer books that provide background information. You teach them to read, working to grasp 
what each side is saying, and to think about how the information they are reading fits into one side 
or the other of the issue. They get ready to argue for their side of the issue.  
 
If some of the work feels similar between the reading unit and writing unit (for example, getting 
kids to take notes in ways that push them to understand both sides or getting them to read texts 
more critically), that is purposeful. It's meant to give your students repeated practice in different 
areas of the curriculum. You’ll want to make those connections explicit for your students (“The 
same way you set up your notes in writing workshop to help you understand both sides of the issue 
of chocolate milk in schools, you can set your notes to help you understand both sides of the issue 
your club is studying …”) 
 
Here is a chart that provides an overview of the work taking place in writing workshop, reading 
workshop and read aloud during Bend I: 
 

Writing Workshop 
(The Research-Based Argument 

Essay) 

Reading Workshop 
(Argument and Advocacy: 

Researching Debatable Issues) 

Read Aloud 

Launch Simultaneously 

Bend I: Establishing and 
Supporting Positions 
Students develop an argument 
essay on the issue of chocolate 
milk in schools. 

Bend 1: Investigating Issues 
Students work in research 
clubs to study a first issue—
suggestions for issues and texts 
sets around each are on Digital 
Resources. 
 
 

Days 1-3: Read articles about 
the issue of chocolate milk in 
schools (or another 
demonstration issue) to get a 
grasp of the sides of the issue. 
One of these should be “A 
School Fight Over Chocolate 
Milk” by Kim Severson.  Specific 
suggestions/links for other texts 
are on Digital Resources and on 
page xvi of Argument and 
Advocacy. 
Days 4-8: Read longer texts 
about background context 
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regarding nutrition, vitamins, 
minerals, sugar, etc. (this will 
support students in writing 
about this issue). Specific 
suggestions/links for texts are 
on Digital Resources Argument 
and Advocacy. 

 

 
 
In Bend II of both the reading and the writing units, students continue to study the same issue they 
studied in Bend I. That is, in writing workshop, students continue to study and write about 
chocolate milk—and in reading time, students continue to work with their clubs to study the issue 
(e.g. ban water bottles? ) that their club selected for Bend I.  
 
There are specific reasons why the decision was made to channel kids to stay with the work of Bend 
One. In writing workshop, students study the same issue so that they can go through the writing 
process a second time and raise the level of their work without needing to spend a great deal of 
time researching a whole new issue. Because they are returning to the same issue, even though they 
don’t spend much of writing time reading (instead, they are writing), they are able to note instances 
in which different authors agree with or contradict each other as well as focus on raising the level of 
their arguments. The bend in writing workshop ends with students presenting their work to a panel 
of people invested in the topic of chocolate milk in schools (administration, cafeteria staff, physical 
education teacher, parents, etc.). A lot of energy gets generated at the second end of the bend when 
the students get ready to present to the panel.  
 
In reading workshop, students study the same issue they studied in Bend I because now that they 
have a basic understanding of the issue, they can begin to reread (and read) more analytically—
considering perspective, craft, and the strength of the author’s argument. Sessions 12, 13, and 14, 
which address that analytic work, are some of the trickiest in the unit and some of the most 
important. You will find the small group and conferring sections of those sessions important in 
helping you to support your students. For students having the most difficulty with analyzing 
perspective, you might also turn to perspective work from the third grade unit Reading to Learn. 
The chart on page 84 in that unit might be one you want to bring into small group work. You may 
also choose to weave some of this analytic work into your read aloud before teaching these 
sessions. This would give your students some immersion into the work of analyzing nonfiction in 
highly supportive setting. The previous bend ended with members of the club debating with each 
other. They will be debating with each other again in this second bend. This second debate will be 
different because another club will serve as an audience to the debate and will declare winners.  
 
During read aloud time, you can continue to support your students by reading aloud about the issue 
of chocolate milk in schools, but you also may find that their energy for this topic might be flagging 
a bit at this point. So, you might decide to bring some fresh content into your read aloud time. The 
unit suggests that you could read aloud (or watch) some texts and involve students in analyzing 

Bend II 
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craft, perspective, and evaluating the strength of the argument and these do not all have to be on 
the topic of chocolate milk in schools. 
 
Here is a chart that overviews Bend II: 
 

Writing Workshop 
(The Research-Based Argument 

Essay) 

Reading Workshop 
(Argument and Advocacy: 

Researching Debatable Issues) 

Read Aloud 

Bend II: Building Powerful 
Arguments 
Students develop a second 
argument essay about 
chocolate milk in schools. 
 

Bend II: Raising the Level of 
Research 
Each club continues to study 
the issue studied in Bend I. 
Teachers can add a few 
additional articles to the text 
sets (these are on Digital 
Resources.) 
 

Days 9-11: Continue reading 
both short and lengthier texts 
about issue of chocolate milk in 
schools. 
Days 12-15: Read aloud (and 
watch videos of) texts that 
specifically help students to 
analyze perspective, craft 
moves, and evaluate 
arguments. These do not all 
have to be on the topic of 
chocolate milk in schools. 
Specific suggestions/links for 
texts are on Digital Resources 
and on page xvi of Argument 
and Advocacy). 

 

 
 
In Bend III, in each unit, students take on a new issue. In writing workshop, students choose a 
debatable issue they want to write about and they write to a specific audience (e.g. a letter to the 
mayor about a specific issue; editorial to the school newspaper). Moving away from the class topic 
will allow students to go through the process of writing a new argument with more independence. 
When teachers teach both the reading and writing units, it almost always happens that students 
choose to write about the issue they have been reading about for the last few weeks in reading 
workshop. So, in writing workshop, a student could write a letter to the mayor to convince him/her 
to ban plastic water bottles in the school.  
 
Meanwhile, in reading workshop, each club begins to research a new issue and prepare to debate 
that new issue. This will allow them to have the chance to go through the process of researching an 
issue with more independence. This also allows you to get greater use out of all of the materials you 
have organized. At the end of the unit, they debate a final time. 
 
Here is a chart that overviews Bend III: 
 

Bend III 
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Writing Workshop 
(The Research-Based Argument 

Essay) 

Reading Workshop 
(Argument and Advocacy: 

Researching Debatable Issues) 

Read Aloud 

Bend III: Writing for Real-
Life Purposes and Audiences 
Students develop a third 
argument essay about a new 
issue. 
 
*If you are teaching the 
reading unit alongside the 
writing unit, students could 
write their third research-
based argument essay on the 
issue they have been studying 
during Bends 1 and 2 of the 
Reading unit. 

Bend III: Researching a New 
Issue with More Agency 
Each club studies a new issue. 

Days 16-21: Read aloud texts 
on another issue, such as killer 
whale shows. Use the texts 
from Bend I and Bend II text 
sets to study that issue as a 
class. 

 

 
 
One key tip for the writing unit is that audience really matters. Preparing to present their work 
publicly really raises students’ investment and energy in the work. If at all possible, you will want to 
find a way for the panel presentations suggested for the end of Bend II to happen and to include 
invested audience members to whom students would be excited to present. Related to this concern, 
for the third bend, it will be important to help students find an specific audience and a place in the 
world where their writing can go. 
 
If the Texts Are Too Hard 
For the reading unit, the text sets on extreme sports and zoos especially offer texts aimed at 
supporting readers who read below grade level. If you have students who read at levels that are 
considered far below grade level, our suggestion is for you to split your readers’ time. Part of the 
workshop should be spent reading texts related to the group’s issue so that the student can still 
participate in club conversations. For the rest of the time, however, student can be reading a pile of 
level J books (or whatever level the student needs) on any topic.  
If you feel that your entire class needs a greater volume of reading material, then you may choose to 
split the time for the entire class—with part of the time devoted to independent reading to 
maintain reading volume. 
 
In writing workshop, if the texts are too hard, we recommend leaning on the video clips and 
pushing students to rely on these video clips to gather their text evidence to support their 
arguments. You also can use you read aloud time to support students in understanding these texts. 
 

Insights Gleaned From Other Teachers Who Have Taught This 

Unit/Special Concerns 
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Volume 
In the reading unit, as students will be reading many short texts in class, the unit suggests they read 
fiction at home to maintain reading volume. You will want to find a few minutes for students to talk 
about their fiction reading during the day and to check students’ logs. Giving students a few minutes 
to study their own logs through the lens of volume and then giving them time to talk to a partner 
can help convey a sense of the importance of reading volume to them.   
 
Related to this, you will want to make sure that note taking does not take away from students’ 
volume of reading.  If needed, you will want to do some whole class voice overs and mid workshop 
teaching reminding students to spend most of their time reading rather than taking notes. Push 
them to read without pens in hand, and only when they are brimful of information and thoughts, 
should they jot notes and then, only jotting what seems most important. You’ll also likely want to do 
some mid workshops where you push students to read as much as possible before going back to 
reread and analyze the text more closely. You might ask students to set goals for how much they 
will read before rereading or you might push them to finish a text fully then go back and reread a 
few parts and analyze those. You’ll want to be ready to have students do more work that pushes 
reading volume—get them to read aloud long swatches of text to each other, for example.  
 
Just as you want to keep an eye on volume of reading during the reading unit, you also want to keep 
an eye on volume of writing during the writing unit. If you are teaching this unit as a stand-alone 
unit without support of the reading unit,  it is very important to keep the text set students are using 
to research very small and manageable so the unit stays, first and foremost, a writing unit. The co-
authors of that unit provide a small starter set of texts on the topic of chocolate milk in schools and 
we encourage you to make sure that students don’t spend much more writing workshop time 
reading and researching.  
 
Note taking 
Another special concern with these units is around note taking. In addition to the concern that too 
much of an emphasis on note taking can lead to a drop in volume, other concerns such as students 
copying from texts arise. If you are seeing students mainly copying from texts rather than putting 
notes into their own words, you will want to intervene. A few suggestions:  
 

 Check that this text is at a level the student can comprehend! Often times students copy 
when they do not understand what the text is saying.  

 If the student does seem matched to the text, then push the student to read for a large 
chunk, then set the text down and name back some key information without looking. 
This will help the student to move away from copying the text. The student can then 
look back at the text to see if he/she mentioned key terms, names, places that are 
important to include. 

 If more scaffolding is needed, offer prompts and further coaching to help the student to 
explain the text in his/her own words. Push the student to say, “That means…” or 
“another way of saying that is…” or “in other words…” and then explain the section. The 
student can then look back at the text to see if he/she captured the most important 
information. If not, coach her to try again putting the information in her own words.  
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Special ways to Angle Read Aloud 
Providing some opportunities during read aloud for students to debate can support students in 
practicing their argument skills. You might have students engage in an argument protocol where 
they take a position, work with others who share that position to plan a case and then debate an 
opponent. Or you might embed some opportunities for more mini debates within the read aloud. So 
you might read aloud part of an article on chocolate milk in schools and pause to say to the 
students. “Hmm...what are you thinking about the debate over chocolate milk in schools now? Take 
a minute to think about how this new information fits in with what you were thinking. Partner A, 
I’m going to ask you to take the side that chocolate milk should be served in schools. Partner B, I’m 
going to ask you to take the position that chocolate milk should not be served in schools. I’m going 
to reread a bit. Get ready to take notes and prepare your case. You can draw from all of the research 
you have done so far to help you.” And then after rereading, you can push students to have mini 
debates where they lay out their case.  You will find that giving students the chance to debate not 
only increases their energy around rereading, marshalling text evidence to support a position but it 
also helps them to see more complexity around issues and strengthens the structure of their 
argument writing. 
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A User’s Guide for Fantasy Book Clubs: The Magic of 
Themes and Symbols 

April/May 
Level 3 Benchmark: Level U 

 

 
 
In mid-May your class will likely be ready to wrap-up the year with joy, energy and the deep 
thinking that a unit on reading fantasy calls readers to do. One of the primary goals of this unit is to 
pump up the volume and passion for reading some pre-adolescents might have lost on their way 
toward the end of the school year. Another goal, and perhaps the most overarching one, is for 
students to learn how to read expecting to deeply interpret texts, all texts, by learning to identify 
and understand some of the hallmarks of the literary canon, using seemingly frivolous fantasy 
books as their jumping off point. The work you will do in this unit will perfectly set up your 
students for the demands of middle school reading and lay foundations that they will build upon 
throughout the rest of their academic careers. 
 
At the same time as you teach this unit, you will likely be teaching Memoir in writing. You might, at 
first glance, think there could be no odder match to reading fantasy than writing memoir. After all, 
isn’t fantasy all about make-believe and memoir all about truth? But, in many ways they are a 
perfect match because at their core both units are about interpretation as a means to getting to felt 
truth. In memoir writing, students will be interpreting the real moments and themes in their lives 
to draw deep conclusions and universal truths. In fantasy reading, students will be reading fantasy 
texts about unbelievable creatures and settings and interpreting them in order to draw deep 
conclusions and discern universal truths. 
 

 
 
The unit assumes that your students have had a steady reading workshop experience throughout 
their 5th grade year. That is, that they have moved between independent reading work, 
partnerships and clubs. They have read both narrative and informational texts, as well as perhaps a 
little poetry. While there are fantasy books available at reading levels below 5th grade benchmark, 
there is not a huge selection available for students who are currently reading independently at 
several grade levels below. If that is the case for a majority of your students, you might opt to 
instead focus on fairy tales or else a more loose interpretation of what a ‘fantasy’ book is, changing 
the focus to one of series books with a touch of fantasy stirred in for taste. 
 
Your students do not have to have any prior experience in reading fantasy as the unit is very 
supportive toward both novice and experienced fantasy readers. Also built into the unit is the 
scaffold of students reading fantasy books in a series. This is a natural fit since so many fantasy 
books are written as a series and so many students find the familiarity of a series a natural and 
practical lift toward higher level comprehension work. 
 

Introduction 

Prerequisites/What to Do If Students Aren’t Quite Ready to Start  
This Unit 



 
Teachers College Reading and Writing Project 
Reading User’s Guide, Fifth Grade, 2016-2017 

Fantasy Book Clubs: The Magic of Themes and Symbols 
 

Duplicate with permission only 
Please contact permissions@readingandwritingproject.com 

2016-2017 © 

2 

Since this unit also has a thread of informational reading running through it, students will find it 
helpful to have experienced and practiced informational reading work, such as the work from 
Tackling Complexity and Argument and Advocacy. 
 

 
 
The most important things to get together would be the books your students will be reading. 
Students love fantasy and many teachers have reported that this was one of the most energetic 
units in their year. That being said, one of the biggest challenges in this unit is to make sure there 
are enough books to keep readers reading for the length of the unit. It’s one of the best problems to 
have, really. Students are going through fantasy books like popcorn and they are reading three to 
four times their typical volume. But that means they are also moving quicker than usual through 
classroom library offerings. 
 
Teachers report several creative ways to deal with this challenge. If you teach in New York City, or 
in many municipalities, there is a teacher library card that allows teachers to order up to 99 books 
to be delivered to your local library (or in some instances the school building) with few fines for 
overdue books. Some teachers create a wish list from a local bookstore or online retailer and let 
parents and community members know about it. Other teachers save book order points or 
encourage book clubs to plan ahead to purchase or request fantasy titles from school book fairs and 
book orders. Other teachers pool all of the books on their grade, placing several ‘traveling’ club sets 
in a grade closet or cart that is shared across the grade. 
 
As you gather your texts, keep in mind that, ideally, you will have several sets of fantasy books in a 
series, on a variety of levels, with multiple copies of each title so that students can read 
simultaneously with their club members. We certainly do not expect you to have every book 
available from a series, however, having enough for students to whet their appetites for perhaps 
even finding more on their own, would be a great thing.  
 
Fantasy books can seem, at first glance, to be just out of reach for some readers who are currently 
reading at levels that do not involve the sophisticated vocabulary and page count one grows to 
expect from fantasy books. But, there are many beautiful picture books and fun early chapter books 
that are either deeply fantastical or contain fantasy elements. Please check in with our library 
recommendations as well as our available booklists for ideas.  
 
In addition to gathering texts for your readers, you will want a few anchor texts, such as picture 
books and a novel-length read aloud, that can be shared with students and referred to throughout 
the unit.  The unit suggests The Thief of Always by Clive Barker, Merlin and the Dragons by Jane 
Yolen and Mufaro’s Beautiful Daughters by John Steptoe. But, as always, you should pick the anchor 
texts that best match you and your students’ interests and skills. 
 
You might also want to gather video clips of classic fantasy movies and television commercials. 
There are several referenced throughout the book, however, it might help get your mind ready for 
the shift to fantasy, as well as drum up your own enthusiasm for the unit, to gather a few options 
you enjoy that exemplify archetypes, settings and other fantasy characteristics you might want to 
share with your students. 

Materials/Getting Ready 
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You’ll also want to prepare for the thread of nonfiction reading that runs throughout this unit. You 
might consider how you will offer informational texts to your students to augment the fantasy 
reading they will be doing. If taking the analogue route, you might gather books about world flora 
and fauna, geography, maps, courtly traditions and the like. If taking the digital route, you might 
line-up and bookmark favored internet search engines, such as the ones featured on TCRWP’s 
Clearinghouse: http://readingandwritingproject.org/clearinghouse/teacher 
 
Finally, as there is for all of the books in the Units of Study series, there is an assessment available to 
give to your students at the start and conclusion of this unit. You will find that, in part because the 
material in this unit will be so new to so many students, that giving this assessment will give you a 
wealth of information to help you tailor the work of the unit to match your students’ needs. 
 

 
 
Not all teachers are in love with fantasy. Sometimes it can be tricky to teach a genre one is not a 
huge fan of. While some teachers find it helpful to fall in love with their students’ enthusiasm for 
fantasy, others have sought out other strategies for personal excitement. Teachers suggest finding a 
book that is connected to a genre that you might enjoy. If you are more of a historical fiction fan, a 
more historical style fantasy, such as the ones written by Avi might be a nice match. If you prefer to 
read mystery, the Sisters Grimm series is a wonderful mystery fantasy series. If you enjoy darker 
tales, the Artemis Fowl series or the Bartemaeous Sequence are both wickedly dark and sarcastic 
told from an anti-hero perspective. One of the nice things about fantasy is that there are so many 
subgenres that there should be a match for almost any kind of reader. 
 
People who have taught the unit completely, integrating the assessments and including their 
students in regular self-assessment and goal making, have suggested that the pre-assessment can 
seem particularly challenging and off-putting, different as it is from all of the other assessments and 
as reliant as it is on the highest level of comprehension skills. They recommend you don’t panic if 
students find themselves struggling with the initial assessment. Most students, through the twists 
and turns of the unit, make remarkable growth. It’s important not to over-linger on any one 
teaching point or session, but rather allow students to gather many different experiences and read 
lots of different books that will allow them to practice those skills.  By the final assessment students 
will marvel at how far they have come along their fantasy reading quest. 
 

 
 
You will begin this unit much in the same way fantasy writers begin every story: by building a 
world and helping your readers to navigate it. Students will be reading books in clubs, using the 
support and energy of each other, and the scaffold of familiarity that books in a series contain, in 
order to lose themselves in the world of the story. 
 

Insights Gleaned From Other Teachers Who Have Taught This 

Unit/Special Concerns 

Bend I 

http://readingandwritingproject.org/clearinghouse/teacher
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While you teach students ways to track characters, learn alongside them and suspend disbelief 
during your minilessons, students will be spending their worktime huddled together in clubs, 
planning their reading assignments, arguing about character descriptions and co-constructing the 
fantasy worlds in their stories. 
 
One of the challenges of this first bend will be helping students to balance the voracious reading 
they and you want them to be doing, with a very real need to slow down and consider the texts they 
have before them. Some teachers might be tempted to slow down reading by perhaps providing 
graphic organizers or book guides for each club book. However, we find it is more effective for 
teachers to rely instead on light and lean coaching into book club conversations and to continue to 
individualize instruction for readers with one-on-one conferences.  
 
A powerful way to help plan for and build agency for reading conferences and club work is to pump 
up the energy around student’s self-assessment checklists. When students use these checklists in 
the company of others and then make plans for their daily work with those checklists in mind, it can 
help students develop more ambitious goals for their work in the weeks to come. 
 

 
 
By Bend II we expect that your students will be fully immersed in the world of a fantasy reader. No 
longer will they be struggling to suspend disbelief. Instead of arguing about whether or not dragons 
are real you might more likely hear discussions about villainous dragons versus benevolent ones. 
With this new comfort with genre, students are positioned to begin looking beyond the fancy 
trappings of fantasy and into the more serious comprehension work. 
 
Students will be moving into their second novel-length book (if not third) by this bend. They will 
naturally be making connections across characters, settings and plot-points across a series. 
Additionally, because some of the literal comprehension work is no longer on the shoulders, 
teachers find it is easier to guide them toward thinking metaphorically. Students will read and 
notice that fantasy writers, since they can create anything they want, are often more able to craft 
just the perfect creature or fantastical world to represent the themes and concepts they want to 
relate.  
 
As readers learn more about quests, they will come to discover that quests are more than just 
journeys to get the gold or save the damsel in distress, but are often, at their most compelling, 
internal as well as external. Session 8 on page 58 is one that explores this concept in detail. This 
work sets readers up to begin to consider how the quests in fantasy often mirror real-life historical 
quests or struggles. Alongside this work, you might point out to students that in their memoir 
writing work they are also exploring the concept of internal and external journeys. 
 
Through it all, your class read aloud should continue to be a thread that ties together the sessions 
and provides an anchor text for club discussions to bounce ideas off of. If you chose to go with The 
Thief of Always, you will be nearing the middle of the book by the close of this bend. Students will 
have likely picked up on the sinister intentions of the Holiday House and will have a well-
established understanding of what Harvey’s quest is. They can use this information as a comparison 
to the characters and situations in their club books. 

Bend II 
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The bend ends with students being given another opportunity to self-assess using the learning 
progression and setting up their personal plans for the next part of the unit. 
 

 
 
Bend III is the bend where even the most fantasy-experienced students will find themselves 
thinking in ways they are unlikely to have thought before. It is in this bend that students will jump 
off of the work of looking at historical, real-life themes and move into more connections between 
nonfiction and fantasy. The overarching hope for this part of the unit is that students will come to 
understand that fantasy has more in common with the real world than perhaps even realistic 
fiction. 
 
The lesson that will perhaps surprise students the most is Session 11, page 84, where students 
learn that through the use of quick research, they can often uncover hidden meanings and concepts 
behind seemingly fantastic details. In Session 12, page 91, students will leave the way of the 
standard minilesson and share in a whole class close read of a classic fantasy text, Lewis Caroll’s 
“Jabberwocky”. It is in the careful study of this text that students realize that using what they know 
of how real words work can help them with made-up words - and even more academically rigorous 
words that sound like nonsense. 
 
The bend ends with students spending time diving into symbolism and allegory as highways 
toward meaning. Some of us have memories from our own school days where teachers would 
highlight this object or that setting and point out that it was a symbol or allegory and it meant this. 
While this style of teaching might be helpful for understanding one person’s particular 
interpretation of a text, it does not set up individual readers to do this interpretation work on their 
own. 
 
So, as this bend wraps up, students endeavor to learn how to interpret symbolism and allegory on 
their own and to see how noticing those things can be helpful to understanding underlying themes 
in a story. Many teachers report that it is toward the end of Bend III that book club discussions can 
grow passionate as readers debate the validity of one’s interpretation over another’s. If you find 
your readers arguing too much, this might be another opportunity for teaching into respectful 
disagreement as well as firmly insisting in evidence to back up any argument. These are skills that 
were taught during the Argument and Advocacy unit and you might find bringing out those charts 
helpful while reminding students of those skills. 
 
If you opted to teach the Memoir unit in writing alongside this one, you will find it is a simple 
connection to show kids how the symbolism they might be choosing to highlight in their memoirs 
or the themes that are coming to the surface, are not so very different from the ones they are 
coming across as readers. 
 
 
 
 

Bend III  
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The final bend in this unit is the bend that makes clear the importance of studying fantasy, beyond 
volume growth. This is not so very different than the work you are doing in memoir writing when 
you show students how being able to flexibly move from structure to structure and make writing 
decisions based on meaning will help them outside of memoir writing. In this bend students will 
learn that fantasy readers have muscles that can lift the reading in all genres. They will begin this 
work by considering how cultures are portrayed in the stories they read. This comes from the 
notion that story is often the way we learn about our own culture, as well as how our own culture 
views other cultures. Students might be overheard discussing the differences between Eastern and 
Western views of dragons, for example or how women and girls are portrayed differently 
depending on the geography and time period. 
 
Session 17 focuses on one of the topics students most enjoy discussing: archetypes. One of the 
challenges of the lesson is to ensure that students do not go on an ‘archetype scavenger hunt’ 
simply identifying and naming archetypes as they discover them. Instead, we want students to see 
how archetypes can lead readers to make deeper connections and develop stronger thoughts about 
the stories they read because they offer connections from one text to the next - from fantasy to real 
life. 
 
It will also be wise for students to revisit their checklists to see how their fantasy reading goals are 
going and if they need to regroup and refocus before the end of the unit in order to be sure their 
self-set goals are being met. 
 
As the unit begins to wrap-up, you will likely need to shepherd clubs into finishing their latest 
books and begin to look forward to their summer reading. Will they want to continue this series 
into the summer months? Perhaps they’ll set up an email club chain or Google Hang Out to keep the 
talk going. These are discussions you might want to facilitate as the unit and year winds to a close. 
 
Finally, if students have not yet come to this conclusion on their own, you will want to make clear 
all the ways their strong fantasy reading muscles will help them as they move into other genres 
through their lives. 
 

Bend IV  
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