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This book is dedicated to my mother,
Virginia Calkins. She is—and has
always been—my hero. She is the
person I most admire and the audience
I most value. I’ve grown in the sunlight
of her appreciation. At the end of the
day, my eight brothers and sisters and I
still, after all these years, know that
3799 Windover Drive is where we are
most at home. My dad joins me and
all my siblings as Mum’s fan club; it’s
amazing to me that although Dad will
be 90 this summer, he doesn’t allow
any of us to worry about him. Instead
he works with zeal at his practice as a
physician, at his writing, at his
projects, and at his efforts to support us
all. I salute him.
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Standards and Standardized Tests:
Smarter, Not More, Test Prep

V
ariations of the reading workshop that are described in this series (and even variations of
the specific units of study) are already in place in thousands of schools. You can see this
work in as many as half the schools in New York City, in a great many of the suburban

schools on Long Island, in Westchester, and in New Jersey, as well as in schools across the country and
indeed across the world. Visit many of Connecticut’s highest-performing districts—you’ll see the reading
workshop. Visit Seattle’s schools—you’ll see the reading workshop. Visit many KIPP schools, Promise
Academy schools, elite private schools, or many of the urban elementary schools in cities across the
U.S.—in Boston, Madison, San Francisco, Los Angeles, Chicago, Providence, Portland, Alexandria,
Albany, Atlanta, Houston, Durham, San Diego, Washington DC, and the list continues. In all these
settings and a great many more, you’ll see thriving reading workshops.

People who choose balanced literacy approaches to teaching reading do so because we want
students to become avid, reflective, critical readers who comprehend with depth and vigor and who
construct richly literate lives for themselves in and out of school. We want kids to carry books with them
everywhere, to have favorite authors and series and genres, to turn to reading for adventure and solace,
illumination and information. We also want children to grow up as ethical compassionate citizens who
can walk in the shoes of others who are different from themselves and who expect to outgrow their
own thinking by taking in and talking back to the ideas of others. We want all this—and, yes, we also
want kids to demonstrate that they meet the standards and do well on the standardized tests that have
such important consequences.

107
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The Common Core Standards and Units of
Study in the Reading Workshop
These units of study aim to be a gold standard for teacher education and
curriculum support. They aim to synthesize reading research, state-of-the-art
teaching, and the knowledge gained from a community of practice that has long
been at the forefront of supporting demonstration sites in the teaching of reading
and writing, into the Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday of classroom teaching. So
when people ask, “Do the Units of Study for Teaching Reading meet the new
Common Core Standards?” the answer is that these units aim not to meet stan-
dards, but to exceed them. These units of study tell the story of a reading
curriculum in action, and this curriculum supports deep comprehension and
interpretation skills. The young people are never led to believe they are working
towards a checklist of skills, towards a list of standards. The goal for them is
much more lasting and more significant than any iteration of the standards. And
frankly, it is not just young people but also you and I, their teachers, who need
goals that are dearer to our hearts than that of some current list of standards.
Standards fluctuate and frankly are often not high enough. Many state standards
barely teach students to be proficient, let alone to be expert readers. National
standards will be rewritten every few years, as different political parties come
into power and as educators continue to be held responsible for everything
related to the new generation. The wisest course is for all of us to teach towards
a horizon of excellence, and we’ll find that the standards are easily incorporated
into the rigorous teaching and learning that takes place in our classrooms.

Yet the flip side of this is that assessments will always be designed with stan-
dards in mind, and none of us can be oblivious to the assessments that do have
power over our students’ lives (if not our own). A teacher (or if not a teacher,
then a superintendent) will need to take the standards to which her community
is held accountable, lay the standards alongside the curriculum, and think,
“Okay, in what ways does this curriculum support these standards? In what ways
do we need to add to or revise this curriculum so that we can rest assured that
we’re covering all our bases?” When you lay these units of study alongside the
Common Core Standards, you’ll be able to say, “Ah yes, we’re teaching that,
and that, and that….” Check, check, check.

For the past two decades, I’ve always kept standards in mind when thinking
about curriculum for literacy. That does not mean that standards have been fore-
most in my mind, but they have been part of my consciousness. This is true

because I was part of the group of twenty-five or so literacy experts from across
the nation who contributed to an earlier effort known as the New Standards
Project, led by the National Center of Education and the Economy and the
Institute for Learning. Those standards were piloted in New York City, a place
that has always taken seriously the challenge of bringing all students to high
common standards. The newer Common Core Standards stand on the shoulders
of earlier efforts towards national standards like the New Standards Project, as
well as reflecting contemporary priorities that come from recognition that if our
students are going to compete in the 21st century global economy, they need
new levels and kinds of literacy. The other reason that the standards have been
part of the consciousness out of which this work has evolved is that the Teachers
College Reading and Writing Project (TCRWP) has always worked in large-scale
ways with whole cities, whole towns, whole districts. Large-scale comprehensive
work requires attentiveness to standards.

There are times when you may find that you need to show how the units of
study help students meet standards. When those conversations arise, I
encourage you to take a shared stance that your goal as a reading educator is for
students to exceed standards. When you need to do so, you should feel confident
that you can point to any item on the list of reading standards, and show a series
of lessons that teach your children those reading skills. Let’s take a look, for
instance, at a list of skills that are important in the Common Core Standards,
and as you look at these you’ll see a match that will not surprise you. Of course
we want young people to be able to synthesize, to compare, to interpret. Of
course we want them to be familiar with significant literary traditions and genres.
Our goal is for these units of study to carry students and teachers across years of
study. The Common Core Standards, for example, call for students in grades 3–5
to be able to do the work described here, all of which is also supported in Units
of Study for Teaching Reading:

• Students in grades 3–5 need to be able to read closely in order to
determine what a text says, grounding an account of their reading
in specifics and quotes from the text.

• Students need to be able to determine the main idea(s) or big
themes from texts and to talk or write about these, supplying
supportive details from the text.

• Students need to be able to relate parts of the text to each other,
noting how characters’ motivations go with their actions, how the
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setting interacts with the plot, how one event in a historical or
scientific account causes another. Strong students should be able to
do this work in ways that show relationships between several
different aspects (as in comparing several characters or showing
the relationship between several historical events). Students should
be able to show this thinking in writing as well as in talking when
called to do so.

• Students should be able to think about (and write about)
perspective and point of view in texts.

• Students not only need to solve words (as in pronouncing them),
they also need to interpret words and phrases in texts, attending to
the author’s craft. They need to be aware of the tone of the words
and the ways that some authors use metaphor, allusion, tone, and
the like to create meaning. When reading nonfiction, readers need
to be able to determine the meaning of words in academic texts.

• Students need to be able to analyze the structure of texts, paying
attention to ways different texts (or different kinds of texts) are
structured differently and to ways in which text features help
readers of nonfiction texts search for and think about information.

• Students need to be able to synthesize information from multiple
sources (diagrams, pictures, charts, digital sources).

• Students need to be able to read critically, assessing whether the
text’s claims are warranted, and to compare and contrast
information or story elements from different texts.

• Students need to be able to read texts at a level of complexity that
matches that put forth by the standards. For grades 2 and 3, the
texts mentioned are within the span of level J–S. For grades 4 and
5, the texts mentioned fall within the levels of S–X. Some of the
texts cited represent levels of difficulty that are far beyond those
generally regarded as on-level.

• Students need to be able to participate in discussions in which they
draw on relevant material, build on ideas of previous speakers, ask
and answer questions that seek clarification, and build conclusions
that incorporate ideas put forth by others as well as their own ideas.
When called to do so, they also need to be able to summarize key
ideas or claims and supporting details, either orally or on the page.

The Common Core Standards will presumably influence school systems to
emphasize the close reading necessary for a reader to be able to summarize a
text, to ascertain the main idea(s) of that text, and to talk and write about the text
in accountable ways. These standards suggest that it will be important for the
curricula to support students to be attentive to the structure of texts. These prior-
ities are also found in Units of Study for Teaching Reading, where readers are
explicitly taught to draw on a sense of story structure in order to read fictional and
nonfiction narratives and where they are taught to extrapolate “boxes and
bullets” (or main ideas and supports) from expository texts.

Then, too, these recent standards emphasize thinking across two or more
texts in order to synthesize or compare and contrast information. Almost every
unit of study ends with students doing this work. In nonfiction, for example,
students synthesize several texts on one subtopic, comparing the different ways
the texts present that topic and integrating information from those various texts.
The historical fiction unit ends with students thinking and writing across several
texts that address the same theme. The standards also call for readers to be atten-
tive to the challenges that specific genres pose and to the way texts are and are
not representative of genre characteristics. Genre, of course, is one of the
defining features of the units of study, with students studying and reading
mystery, fantasy, historical fiction, folktales and fairytales, biographies, and the
like.

Of course, the four units of study in this series are not meant as a young
person’s entire literacy curriculum. You’ll draw also on units that are described
in less detail within Constructing Curriculum, including one on helping readers
read with an awareness of the ways in which myths, legends, folktales, and fairy-
tales underpin many contemporary stories. You’ll also teach literacy across your
curriculum, using social studies, science, and math instruction as additional
opportunities to support content area literacy.

The Case for (and Against) Standards
The debates will rage forever, for and against standards. Some will argue that
trying to fit every learner into one-size-fits-all expectations ignores the unique
contributions that each individual could bring to a community in favor of homo-
geneity. Many will argue that until we provide equal opportunities to learn—
including equal access to healthy diets, living conditions, and medical services as
well as to books, good teachers, preschool education, effective schools—it is
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unreasonable to expect teachers to shoulder responsibility for ensuring that all
children can reach high standards.

Those arguments against standards have merit, but there is also a way in
which they have nothing to do with the counterargument. The effort to establish
common standards exists in large part because when educators say, “It is not
reasonable to expect this student to succeed like others,” this decision compounds
all the disadvantages that learner has already encountered. And the “tyranny of
low expectations” is a very real tyranny. A learner slaps together a bit of work, and
if the teacher has decided this learner is not in the upper tier of the class, the
teacher may not look aghast at the child’s perfunctory efforts and may fail to say,
“No way this is your best—do it again.” Instead, the teacher may shrug and think,
“What can you expect?” or “I guess this is adequate, considering…” and what
follows will be a list of reasons why that student can’t be held to the same stan-
dards as others. The intention behind this sort of thinking is a kind, considerate
one—but the result is not kind, because in the end, that learner will be held to
the same standards as anyone else. Realizing this, most school systems have
come to the conclusion that it is not helpful, for example, to give a student who
is well behind grade expectations an A, arguing that the grade can be for effort
and worrying that a poor grade would fuel the learner’s low self-concept.

The standards are part of an urgent effort to push and shove and hoist and
pull the entire system of education toward higher expectations. That work is
utterly necessary, because right now not enough educators really do have high
expectations. A student takes five days to read a sixty-page-long little book, and
too few teachers say, “This book should take you a day, not a week. Starting
today, you need to really pump up the amount of reading you are doing because
this is way out of line.” A student records his “thoughts” on Post-its, and they
are not thoughts at all but facts that are right there on the page of the book, and
it is entirely likely that student will continue for months, even years, without
someone saying, “This needs to end. You are recording what is right there in
the book. The Post-its are for your thoughts. Why don’t you take out the ones
that add nothing to what is already in the book and substitute them with Post-
its that hold your own thoughts?”

The standards are also an effort for the educational system (and every one of
us in it) to assume responsibility for our students’ work. This accountability needs
to occur at every level. It means that it is problem for a principal to say, “My
teachers are the type who come in late and leave early.” Instead of passing this
off as someone else’s responsibility, it would be helpful for the principal to hold
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herself accountable and think, “I haven’t yet found a way to tap into teachers’
passions for teaching so that they start being more willing to invest themselves
in their teaching.” In the same way, the standards are an effort to impress on
teachers that it is not okay to say (in the spring of the school year, even), “Half
my kids read below grade level” or “My kids can’t handle expository nonfiction”
and for that teacher not to see this as a commentary on herself. Standards-based,
assessment-based teaching instead thinks, “I haven’t yet succeeded in helping
all my students to… What can I do next to turn this around?” And that stance
is, I believe, utterly necessary at this juncture in the evolution of America’s school
systems.

Standardized Tests and Standards: Are the
Tests We Have Now Effective Measurements?
I do not know of a single educator who believes that the tests and the assessment
system that we have now are good measures of students’ learning or teachers’
teaching. I urge people (especially teachers and principals in high-need schools)
to read Linda Darling-Hammond’s newest book, The Flat World and Education,
and especially the third chapter of that book, to become more articulate advo-
cates for performance assessments and for better assessments in general. There
is a great deal of evidence that whereas almost a decade ago the emphasis on
higher standards led to higher levels of achievement for at least some parts of the
population, translating those standards into tests that are given in every school
year and therefore are more and more apt to be dominated by short-answer
questions that assess level-level skills has not been helpful. And there is certainly
agreement among many people that the New York state standardized test is not
reliable as a measurement for differentiating between strong and truly excellent
levels of achievement. The good news is that the Gates Foundation and the U.S.
Department of Education realize that higher standards must be accompanied by
tests that measure higher levels of thinking and of scholarship, and this suggests
an eventual resurgence of performance assessments.

But this Guide to the Reading Workshop can’t take up the big challenge of
talking back to a flawed assessment system. What this book can do, instead, is
help teachers and principals who want to teach reading through balanced literacy
and, more specifically, through a reading workshop, understand ways to achieve
the requisite scores.

Are There Data To Show that the Reading
Workshop Approach Works?
Yes, the data show that this approach works. If you want the evidence, first read
Allington’s What Really Matters for Struggling Readers. That book reviews the
extensive research that demonstrates that students benefit from lots of time to
read high-interest books of their own choosing, especially if these are books that
they can read with 96% accuracy, fluency, and comprehension. Allington’s book
will suggest you are on the right track if you also provide students with explicit
instruction in skills and strategies, with one-to-one assessment-based support
for those who struggle, and in general, with teachers who participate in a profes-
sional learning culture that values reflection, collaboration, kid-watching, and
study.

If you want more data that suggest this specific “program” works, then it
may help you to know some of the statistics that show New York City’s progress.
Eight years ago, New York City’s Chancellor held a press conference in PS 72, a
New York City school that has for years been a stronghold of Teachers College
Reading and Writing Project’s work, and he announced that the approach to
reading in that school was to be the approach to reading across the entire city.

That announcement was made without teachers necessarily having the
knowledge to teach reading workshops well, but nevertheless basals were
removed from classrooms across the city and teachers were expected to teach
using a reading workshop approach. I wrote a very rough, underdeveloped, first-
draft version of what, almost ten years later, you now hold in your hands, and
we gave 100,000 copies of binders containing these and other rough, early units
of study to teachers. We turned the auditoriums at Teachers College into
assembly-line shops to collate the binders and rented huge trucks that distrib-
uted these free binders across well over half of the elementary schools in the
city. We began working with coaches and, to a lesser extent, principals from 500
of New York City’s elementary schools and 100 of New York City’s middle
schools. Meanwhile, other providers—the AUSSIES, America’s Choice, the
UFT—also helped other New York City schools teach effective balanced literacy
reading workshops.

That situation wasn’t perfect. New York City is the nation’s largest city, with
problems that are not easily solved. In New York City, as elsewhere, early work
toward higher standards has morphed into a more myopic focus on multiple-
choice tests, and it takes heroic efforts for educators in the city to beat back the
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encroaching curriculum of test prep that results from a system that has become
totally oriented to sanctions and rewards around increased scores on standard-
ized tests. Still, despite it all, New York City has done well in contrast to other
large cities, and that, in and of itself, is a testimony to the effectiveness of reading
workshops, even when implemented in conditions that are challenging. I’m
proud of the entire city’s progress and concerned that the progress continues; we
still have far to go.

It is not easy to segment out a group of New York City schools that are high-
implementers of this reading workshop. Some of those schools are now tackling
areas of the curriculum other than language arts, so they are no longer working
with us. But still, it is worth noting that the Teachers College Reading and
Writing Project has worked for at least the past three years on-site for fifteen to
thirty days in approximately 175 New York City elementary and middle schools
(many containing 1200+ students). The tests in New York State have been
consistent across those three years.

• Proficiency levels of children in these 175 schools who were third
graders at the start of this time and became fifth graders at the end
of this time improved from 63% to 79%, a level of proficiency that
exceeds the city’s average of 75%.

• Some people are specifically interested in our data from high-need
schools. In the sixty-eight New York City schools in which 75% or
more of the children are eligible for free and reduced-cost lunch
and that have been working with my organization to teach reading
using the units of study contained in this series, the average score
on the state test in 2007 was 649, with 50% of the children passing,
and in 2009 was 663, with 73% of the children passing. This means
that for schools that have for the last three years taught reading
using the units of study described in this series, 23% more children
passed the test than did three years ago, suggesting that this
approach to teaching reading has been effective in high-poverty
schools when measured by standardized test scores.

• Then, too, it is important to look at high-performing schools. Of
course, many of the elite private schools and highest-performing
suburban schools have always taught reading through literature-
based reading workshops. For years, most of the
highest-performing schools in New York City have been schools

that work with the Teachers College Reading and Writing Project.
There are scores of schools that parents regularly fight to have their
children attend, and most of these schools are TCRWP schools.
The rate at which test scores have increased at those schools will
not, of course, be dramatic because their scores were already high
and because those schools have each been given a hefty list of
NCLB high-need transfer students, but if you were to investigate
the method of teaching reading used in most of the high-achieving
districts in our region, you’d find it is a variation of the reading
workshop. Certainly this is true for suburbs such as Scarsdale,
Chappaqua, Great Neck, Roslyn, Westport, Darien, Greenwich,
Mamaroneck, and so forth.

Having said this, what research really shows is that there is no magic bullet.
Although it is common for schools that have taught reading using the units of
study described in this series to find that children’s skills increase in notable
ways, the payoff on standardized state tests is especially apt to happen when
educators are savvy about the test and tweak curriculum so that it sets children
up for the specific demands of the test. For example, there are some states in
which a unit of study on reading biography or reading expository nonfiction
needs to be timed in specific ways because of the state test. In other states, fiction
writing (with its opportunities for supporting all sorts of punctuation) pays off.
In New York State, it has been important for us to study not only what children
are asked to do in their extended responses but also the actual papers that
achieve the highest scores.

In schools where youngsters have not been performing as well as they
should, a few weeks of efficient, intelligent test preparation, right before the test,
can also make an important difference.

How Can You Provide Strategic Test
Preparation?

Remember that reading tests aim to test reading—and children’s text levels and reading
rate can’t slip because prior to the test, there’s no time to read!

The first thing to remember as you prepare children for state reading tests is
that the tests are, in fact, designed as reading tests. They are intended to test the
level at which a child can read. As I mentioned earlier in this book, you can go
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to the Project’s website and download (at no cost) the assessment tool that the
Project has developed and use it across your school, as thousands of other
schools do. This tool essentially allows you to conduct running records on chil-
dren’s work with passages of texts ranging from A to Z and then ask a few literal
and inferential comprehension questions, and in this way determine the level
of text that each child can read with fluency, 96% accuracy, and comprehension.
The tool does not assess deep, high-level comprehension. Children are reading
250-word passages, not whole novels, so the assessment is far from ideal, but it
provides a quick indicator of at least basic proficiency.

The TCRWP has developed web-based software known as Assessment Pro
that allows us to synthesize children’s running record data as well as their data
on other assessments such as high-frequency words, words per minute, spelling
development, and so on with data on children’s socio-economic status and their
state standardized test scores. We have this data from well over 50,000 children
across several years. As mentioned earlier, data have revealed trends that are far
clearer than we ever dreamt possible showing that as the level of text difficulty
that children can read increases, so too does the average score they receive on
the test. That is, the increase in text level correlates to an increase in tests scores,
on average, in a precise pattern that is repeated over and over, in grade after
grade.

As reading levels increase, the increase in scores and in percentages of students who
pass creates a precise pattern.

Let’s take a magnifying glass and look, for example, at one grade level—
fourth grade.  If you read the chart above, you will see that of the fourth graders
who, in March of fourth grade, could only read a level N book, 51% of these
children passed the test and their average score was rock bottom for passing—
650.  Now follow what happens to children who are reading not level N books
but a level up—O books—in March of fourth grade and progress along the chart.
You'll see that as the level of text difficulty the child can read increases, the like-
lihood that the child will pass, and the average scores earned progress in
synchrony with the reading levels.

The important thing is that this pattern is repeated through every time frame,
across every grade level (save for eighth grade, when this becomes less clear).
This suggests that students need to move up text levels, that is, they need to read
more in order to achieve higher test scores. 

What does this mean? It means that the way to help children earn better
scores on the state’s standardized test is not to take them out of books they can
read and instead channel them to spend days and weeks working with little
passages that resemble the test. Children can progress from one level of text
difficulty to another only after reading great volumes of books at the one level—
so that’s the work that we need to focus on if we want to see a rise in scores.

Having said that, it is important to also keep in mind that standardized
assessments test not only the level of text that a child can read but also the child’s
reading rate—the pace at which she reads with strong comprehension. Children
who read at high reading levels with solid reading rates, meaning they read with
stamina and fluency, do well. Children who read below grade level or who read
so slowly that they take an unusually long time to finish books and texts perform
less well on state tests. Thus, it seems that the strongest preparation for state
tests is to teach your children to be stronger readers. This reinforces our belief
that even if a school’s only goal is to raise test scores (how tragic that would be!),
it still is not wise for that school to allow test preparation to spill out across the
entire year. Every school will want to tweak curriculum so that readers develop
the skills they’ll need for particular tests (more on this later), but that’s an entirely
different matter than putting little passages followed by multiple choice ques-
tions into kids’ hands starting in September!
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Spend Limited Time on Carefully-Focused
Test Preparation
On the other hand, if your school is under tremendous pressure to increase test
scores, you absolutely can help that to happen by devoting some time, three to
four weeks, to test preparation. During high season for test prep, you will prob-
ably want a forty-minute workshop for reading test prep, in which you help chil-
dren read short passages and handle multiple choice questions. If you have a
writing-about-reading component on the test, you will want to conduct a similar
workshop for writing test prep. Meanwhile you need to maintain time for inde-
pendent reading. The latter will no longer include minilessons and teaching
shares but should still provide a five-minute interlude for partnership conversa-
tions. During that independent reading time, you will probably spend a bit of
your time maintaining children’s reading lives and devote most of your time to
small-group work to support the test-prep work you will have gotten going
during those portions of the day.

Let me first stress that the independent reading time can’t be sacrificed
simply because the test is around the bend. Children need at least a protected
half hour of in-school independent reading, where
they continue to read the books they choose, so they
maintain their rate and level of reading. (Children who
read below grade level need more time than this.)
Remember, children slip down several levels during
the summer if they do not have access to books they
can read. The last thing we want is for children to slip
down several levels during a month of frenetic all-
consuming test prep that keeps kids working with
texts they can’t actually read! Be sure to keep your eye
on your children’s reading logs so that their volume of
reading doesn’t slip precipitously during this time.

Because your teaching time during the independent reading portion of your
day will probably be channeled toward small-group work that supports some
test-specific skills (I’ll describe this later), during the month before the test, when
you begin to turn more of your attention toward test preparation work, you may
want to launch children into partnered reading of series books (or some other
high-interest genre) so they can read, read, read and talk easily about their
reading with each other. Of course, you will also want children to continue

reading these books at home. Don’t be tempted to channel all their independent
reading to the home, because research and experience both show that children
only read for homework if they are also progressing through the same book in
school.

In the sections that follow, I’ll share with you some of the ideas that the
Teachers College Reading and Writing Project community has developed for
supporting test preparation. I do so with a hearty thanks to Kathleen Tolan for
doing the lion’s share of the thinking and pilot-teaching that informs these
suggestions.

To Teach Students to Read Passages and Handle Multiple
Choice Questions, You’ll Need to Gather and Make Some
Materials Ahead of Time

To prepare for the reading test-prep strand of work, you’ll need to spend some
time gathering your materials. We recommend beginning by collecting state tests
from previous years, remembering that the tests given in earlier grades will be
extremely valuable to you. We suggest you then sort the passages by genre and

difficulty level (which can simply be grade level) so
that a fifth-grade teacher has all the narrative nonfic-
tion passages, for example, that were included during
three previous years of tests, with these passages from
the third-grade tests across those three years at the
start of a test-prep binder that the teacher creates, the
narrative nonfiction passages from the fourth-grade
test over those three years next, and then those from
the fifth-grade test.

Similarly, your binder will include a section of real-
istic fiction passages. First, you might have two real-
istic fiction stories from the third-grade test given two

years ago, then another realistic fiction passage from last year, then the easiest
realistic fiction passages from fourth grade, followed by more difficult
fourth–grade passages, and so on.

The logic behind this resource is that we always want to provide scaffolding
and then withdraw it, allowing children to continue with increasing independ-
ence. One of the easiest ways to scaffold readers is to give them easier passages.
Also, we are extremely aware that many test prep materials that are packaged
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and sold to teachers actually give kids a bum steer, because those materials are
often not aligned to the actual standardized test! This is an easier way to be sure
that you are not wasting your limited test-prep time with materials that are not
in fact aligned to the test.

As you design these packets, keep in mind the specific genre that your chil-
dren will encounter on their test. For example, on the New York State test, in
recent years children have needed to be ready for these genres at these grade
levels:

Grade 3

Feature article (science), Poem, How-to fiction (realistic fiction), 

Biography, Expository article, Allegory (fable)

Grade 4

Feature article (science, social studies), Fiction (realistic fiction, 

historical fiction), Poem, Nonfiction text (excerpt from book), 

Biography, Allegory (fable, folktale, legend)

Grade 5

Fiction (realistic fiction, historical fiction), Article (science, history, art),

Poem, Biography/Autobiography, Allegory (folktale)

I can include this list only because my colleagues and I follow the New York
State website that supports the test. Be sure that someone in your school is
keeping an eye on your state’s website. When tests are as high stakes as they are,
it is amazing to us that many schools devote a huge amount of children’s time
to test prep and extraordinarily little teacher time to the research that can inform
this work. Remember that you need to be as informed as possible. Knowledge
is power.

If you need extra materials for extended-day or small groups, you can take a
text such as a short story, article, or poem and make a series of test-like questions
to go with that passage. Good sources for these texts are Highlights, Cricket,
Cobblestone, Read and Rise, Storyworks, and Sports Illustrated for Kids. I also recom-
mend including short texts that your children know extremely well in this
packet—say, a typed-up version of Donald Crews’s Shortcuts—because if chil-
dren are working in a text with which they are already familiar, then this spot-
lights the new work that is now required of finessing the multiple choice
questions.

In any case, after collecting and leveling the short texts other than those
found in previous years’ tests, you’ll need to write questions for them, making
these match the kinds of questions that will be asked on the state test (this, of
course, becomes powerful study-group work for teachers). You might put these
questions in the same order for each text, so the first question you write for each
of these passages is a main idea question, the second is a vocabulary in context
question, the third is about mood/emotion/tone, the fourth is a genre question,
and so on. Then, make the same kinds of questions for different levels of texts—
a story at a J/K level, a story at an M/N level, and a story at a P/Q level. This will
allow you to track how a child is doing on particular kinds of reading work at
each level. It may be that one child can’t answer the first question on many
passages, and you already know this is a main idea question; that knowledge
will help you lead small-group work for this child. On the other hand, it may be
that another child can answer main idea questions only until the text is a level
N. Then you know that over that level he doesn’t need main idea help so much
as he needs strategies for reading too-hard texts, such as skimming, summa-
rizing, underlining, jotting, and using pictures and headings. Teach him those as
you continue to sharpen his main idea strategies.

You will already have sequenced the texts from easier to harder, and you’ll
start the readers working with easier texts, helping them nail the genre of test-
prep reading and multiple choice questions while first working with texts that are
short and brief for them, then showing them how to move up levels of difficulty.
You absolutely do not need to creep up levels, working with every text in your
binder. But you will use some of your earlier passages with some of your strug-
gling readers so they have more time working with scaffolds. Do not buy into the
idea that strugglers need weeks of “practice” holding texts that are totally over-
whelming for them. You will absolutely need to teach strugglers some survival
skills with impossibly difficult passages, but you’ll want most of their time to be
with passages they can handle. The last thing these readers need is to spend the
three weeks prior to the test working with texts they can’t read!

What Might You Teach Once Children Are Reading Accessible
Test Passages?

One of the first things you will need to teach when children read short passages
for a test is that they need to expect the texts to go by them quickly and to be
extra-alert from the very start. If this is a realistic fiction text, for example, chil-
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dren need to realize that they can’t plan to get to know the characters and the
setting over the course of a day’s reading work! Instead, because everything is
condensed, children need to anticipate that everything is more important than
in book-length texts.

It will help to rev up children’s expectations for what they will glean from a
text based on the genre of the text. In fictional stories, you may want to teach
children that above all they’ll be thinking about what challenge the main char-
acter faces and how he or she resolves that challenge. Readers can approach a
fictional story knowing that immediately they’ll learn who the characters are,
then they’ll learn what the problem is, and by the end of the story, they’ll glean
lessons that the character learned.

On the other hand, if the passage is an expository nonfiction text, readers may
expect to pay attention to and infer from the structure, headings, and topic
sentences. Children will want to be alert for questions about the purpose or main
idea of the article. They may be asked to provide evidence to support the author’s
argument or to differentiate between fact and opinion. It will help for them to
learn to pay attention to signal words such as and, or, but, however, therefore, and
on the other hand as they read nonfiction passages. 

If the text is a poem, readers may expect to pay attention to what the big
meaning of the poem could be, what the poem is mostly about, or what it
demonstrates or teaches. There may be questions about imagery or the meaning
or symbolism of a part or line. They may have to answer a question about figu-
rative language such as personification, simile, or metaphor. In all texts, for all
grades, readers consider the author’s purpose, asking themselves, “What does
the author want to teach us? What does he or she want us to feel?”

You’ll probably also want children to practice handling the multiple choice
questions. There are several parts to this. On the one hand, you will want to help
your students understand the wording of the questions. One way to do this is to
use the language of the test away from the reading workshop. If your test often
asks, “What is this passage mostly about?” then you’ll want to help children
become accustomed to that question. You might even make a collage of clothes,
perfume, deodorant, and jewelry and ask, “What is this mostly about?” helping
children understand that a good answer would be “things you wear.” If your
test often asks children, “What is just before (or just after)… ?” then you may
want to talk about the daily schedule, suggesting children notice what will
happen just before lunch or just after reading time. Again, you could ask children
to tell you about music class, thinking about the word that “best describes” it.

You will also want to help children learn strategies for handling multiple
choice questions. There are a few predictable traps that kids get into. One, of
course, is they read the question and then instead of thinking of an answer and
searching for that answer among the alternatives, they simply look over the
optional answers. They see one statement that is absolutely true, that is clearly
mentioned in the passage but that does not answer the question, and they figure
because yes, this is in the passage, it must be the right choice. To make it less
likely that children get lured from the right answer by distracter options, it helps
to teach them to read the question and then to predict what the answer might
be (rather than to select it from among possible multiple choice suggestions).
Some teachers literally white out the optional answers, asking children to write
the answers rather than select among options. Sometimes instead of asking chil-
dren to write in the answers, teachers ask them to circle the part of the text that
provides the answer to a particular question. This, of course, is a way of signaling
to children that their answers need to be text-based, not drawn from personal
experience, which is a good lesson to teach, although in the end you will want
children to recall the text, to think about the text, to answer a question and not
to always actually look back on the text. Looking back can slow a child down
too much for this to be a workable strategy for all children. However, you will
want to teach children how to look back, because there will be times when they
need to do this, and the important thing is that they first need to think, “Will this
probably be in the beginning of the passage, the middle of it, or at the end of it?”
and then to scan just that section of the passage, not the entire thing.

Another predictable challenge when working with multiple choice questions
is that children will generate a possible answer to the question and then scan the
options and not see their answer among the choices. For example, the question
might ask, “How does the character feel?” and the child might think to herself,
“Nervous.” But then the options contain apprehensive, not nervous. This problem
is not easily resolved during the weeks just before the test, but you can point out
to children that they need to be ready to consider synonyms, and you can help
children develop a sense for alternate ways to describe a character’s traits. You
may create word walls with alternate ways of saying “brave” or “nice” or
“happy” or “mad” (upset, frustrated, depressed, morose, enraged). Some people
suggest children sort these words in order of intensity, with peeved at one end of
the spectrum and enraged at another. If children during their independent
reading are asked to jot occasional Post-its recording how their character feels,
you can help them return to those Post-its to use more precise language. But
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my larger point is that you will want to help children understand that even after
they generate a possible answer to a multiple choice question, they need to be
prepared to find a variation of that answer among the list of options.

When you ask children to read passages and answer questions at the end of
them, you will still want to think about how your work can go from being more
to less scaffolded so that your children are working on increasingly difficult (and
increasingly test-like) work over time. So you might decide to start not only with
your easiest or most familiar realistic fiction passage, but also you may want to
start with you reading the passage and the question aloud, and with children
being invited to do the work collaboratively with partners. My colleagues and I
strongly feel that more of test prep should be done with a partner (more on this
as this chapter continues), but for now let me point out that it is much easier to
assess what children are thinking and doing if they are externalizing their
thinking by sharing it with a partner.

Assessment will be the key work that you need to be doing. Which of these
kinds of questions seem to pose no difficulties for most of your children? Which
pose many difficulties? Can most of your children grasp how to answer vocab-
ulary-in-context questions, or will that be something for you to explicitly teach?
If you have discovered that children need help tackling words in context or ascer-
taining the main idea, then you’ll want to demonstrate how you go about doing
this, just as if you were teaching a minilesson, using think-aloud to illustrate the
three or four steps you take to do the work.

As the week progresses, you’ll lift the scaffolds that you provided early in the
week. So children will progress from work with easier fiction texts to work with
harder fiction texts, from work in which you read the passage aloud to work in
which two readers progress through one text, pause to talk about it, and then
tackle the questions together to work in which readers read alone and then
compare and contrast and defend their answers, helping each other ascertain
which of them was right.

As children do this, encourage them to make as much of their thinking visible
as possible—partly because this will encourage them to do that thinking and
partly because this will help you to reconstruct their thinking. So when they find
a passage in the text that they take special note of as they read, encourage them
to underline it. If they see a word they anticipate will be in a vocabulary ques-
tion, they can circle it. When a child looks back and finds the answer to question
3 in a certain passage, alongside that passage the child can jot a 3. Marking up
the text in this way helps teach children to go back to the text and it helps you
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or the child to later reconstruct how the child went about getting an answer. As
they proceed through their multiple choice questions, you will be glad if they
cross off the options they know are wrong and write questions beside answers
that leave them unsure.

Help Children Anticipate the Work They’ll Need to Do—The
Questions They’re Apt to Be Asked—For Each Kind of Text

This work can then be repeated with other genres. Whatever the genre, you’ll
teach them to use the same strategies of first noticing the kind of text that this is
and using their knowledge of that kind of text to help them preview the text,
breaking the text into manageable chunks as they read, summarizing a chunk of
text on the run as they read it, and then progressing to the next chunk, marking
the text as they read it, predicting answers to questions, writing the answer (for
a time, but later thinking it), and then matching it to the choices. Gradually,
you’ll trust that children can just say the answer in their mind and match it to the
choice.

It is impossible to emphasize how important it is that all your work be assess-
ment based. Time will be of the essence, and children will not need help on
everything. You’ll want to learn what causes them difficulty and select with care
what you’re going to teach. Always be conscious that by the time the test comes,
children need to be working without the scaffolds you will have provided early
on in the progression of your test prep. You will probably want to teach kids that
some of what they did temporarily a few weeks before the test will slow them
down too much for them to be able to continue doing this work on the day of
the test. Even if children are allowed to jot on the test booklet, for example, you
may decide that this slows them down too much. Some children may not be
able to look back (only to think back) to the passage to locate answers to ques-
tions. Always keep in mind that all children will not use the same strategies to
do well on the test.

Teach Students to Deal with Difficulty

For some of your children, the test will be written at levels that are too hard for
them, and these children will require some special coaching. You’ll probably
want to teach them to keep going and to not get demoralized when the text is
too hard. Usually it will help them to skim texts that are very hard for them, to
summarize as they read with an eye toward the main idea, to move past hard

words unless there are questions that refer to those words, and to only slow
down to dig into hard parts if they need to do so to answer a question. You’ll also
want to help them deal with unknown and scary words. Because this work will
occur on the brink of the test date (because well in advance of the test they’ll be
working mostly with just-right texts), now is probably not the best time to teach
readers to persevere over difficult words or to make a stab at pronouncing them.
Instead, for now, teach children to substitute a synonym or best-guess under-
standing and to keep on reading. Tell them to underline the difficult word too,
so when they reach the end of the passage they can go back and tackle that word
if necessary. The question they will most likely need to do this for will read some-
thing like, “In line 16, what does the word ‘X’ mean?” Keep in mind that to
answer that question children do not need to pronounce the word. Instead, it will
be more important for them to be able to produce contextual clue-based
synonyms. These sorts of questions can often be figured out by thinking about
what’s happening not just in that particular sentence, but in that part of the story
or article.

As students approach the test, you can also teach them specific multiple
choice strategies, such as monitoring time by figuring out how many questions
there are and how many minutes they have. Teach them strategies for elimina-
tion. For example, you might want to teach them to eliminate the answers that
are found in the passage but don’t answer the question. Show these children
(and all children) how to mark their answer sheet in such a way that they avoid
skipping any questions as they go. Teach them to return to questions they were
unsure of if they have time at the end, and, most of all, teach them to keep going!
This kind of teaching and learning is not invigorating and can only be sustained
for a few weeks, so do it intensely but briefly.

Use Your Read-Aloud Time to Support Children’s Work on the
Test

Meanwhile, for the two or three weeks before the test, you may want to use your
read-aloud time to support children’s work on the standardized test. If you
decide to do this, you’ll first of all read short passages aloud, ones that are similar
to those they’ll encounter on the test. You’ll want to help children join you in
thinking about the sort of reading work they should be prepared to do as they
take in the passage. Then you can, as you read, prompt them to support their
listening and thinking work so they take in texts that unfold swiftly, with their
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minds alert, ready to answer predictable questions. For example, when you read
aloud short fiction, encourage children to get ready to listen by thinking about
what they know about how stories go, and about their jobs as readers. They are
mostly listening for character, problem, and solution. You may want to prompt
them to listen for clues about the setting and the characters and to give them
time, after listening for just a bit of the story, to turn and talk about what they’ve
learned about the characters, their relationships, and the challenges they face. As
you get ready to read the end of the story, you may want to prompt them to
listen for how people change and how problems are solved, again giving them
an opportunity to talk about their observation. Finally, you’ll probably coach
them to infer possible lessons the story teaches and to talk about the author’s
possible purposes. The next time you read aloud, you might decrease some of the
scaffolds by no longer channeling students to do particular work. Instead you
can set children up to talk with partners beforehand, reviewing what they know
about how stories go and what they need to pay attention to as they listen. You
may still interrupt the story with times for children to turn and talk or to stop and
jot, but this time you may leave it up to them to decide what they should prob-
ably be thinking about at this point in the story. Finally, your read-aloud could
lead children to answer test-like short-answer questions.

Be sure to read aloud some nonfiction. Students should expect that a nonfic-
tion text is going to teach them something. In narrative nonfiction they need to

use what they know about stories (paying attention to characters, including the
obstacles they face and their achievements) and what they know about nonfic-
tion (looking for the specific idea it teaches and how the story demonstrates the
idea). You’ll especially want your test-prep read-aloud to include narrative
nonfiction because this seems to predominate in a lot of standardized tests.
Similarly, reading poetry aloud supports children’s work on the multiple choice
section of the test. Some of the questions you’ll want them to think about are,
What is this poem mostly about? What does it teach? What is the big meaning
of the poem? Teach them also to notice structure and to recognize and name
imagery and figurative language in a poem and to consider their effect.

All in all, we must remember that no matter the state standard or national
goal for our teaching, the horizons we lead our students toward are neither
nearby nor narrow. We teach for no less than to offer our children ways to under-
stand and make meaning of the world; we offer them skills and strategies for
learning and for becoming more powerful. The lessons we teach in the service
of test prep can also be lessons in learning that we all can use all we know, every
reading and strategizing skill, to tackle tests—and not just tests, but any daunting
or distasteful or high-stakes task. With these efforts to grapple with the chal-
lenges in front of us, we also move closer to the horizon where we learn and
understand the world in deeper ways than ever before.
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