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Reading 2.0
A raft of past programs have failed to substantially
improve the reading skills of middle grade and
high school students. CPS is trying once again, as
part of a federal project that aims to help teens
learn how to analyze complex non-fiction.
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From the Editor

Turning a new page on literacy

A

By Lorraine Forte
Editor-in-Chief

week after the Board of Education
voted to close 50 schools this
coming fall, CEO Barbara ByrdBennett told an audience at the
City Club that it was time to leave behind
the acrimonious battles that have marked
this school year.
“Whatever has happened this past year
is done,” Byrd-Bennett said. “It is a new
beginning. … It is time to turn the page.”
Sadly, it’s unlikely that the storms of
this tumultuous year will dissipate easily
or swiftly.
Closing dozens of schools is a monumental task, and the district will be under
a microscope as it tries to accomplish the
job without major problems. The teachers’
strike, too, has left scars and sown seeds for
future conflict. Many teachers went from
marching on picket lines during the strike
to marching in demonstrations against
the closings. The union leadership filed
three lawsuits to try and stop the closings
and is gearing up to try and unseat Mayor
Rahm Emanuel in 2015.
It won’t be easy to resolve the distrust
between closings opponents on one side
and the district and City Hall on the other.
But there is a glimmer of hope: More than
three-fourths of displaced students had
enrolled at new schools by the beginning
of June, perhaps signaling that the disruption of closings will be less than expected.
Healing animosity will take time and
work. But if children are going to learn,
healing must happen, whatever the
cost—a tarnished political reputation,
a bruised ego on the part of some adults
or the need to rethink assumptions that
quick fixes will improve education.
If the district truly wants to improve

learning and turn the page for children, a
good place to focus its energy is on adolescent literacy.
The urgency is glaringly evident. Despite an increase in the graduation rate (to
63 percent, up from 61 percent last year),
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Racial gap
Since 2002, 8th-graders in Chicago have
made slight improvement in reading on
the National Assessment of Educational
Progress. Black students, however, are
still far more likely to score at the lowest
level of the test, which focuses heavily on
reading comprehension. The results are
similar nationally.
NAEP, 8th grade reading
Below basic

White

20%

Black
Latino

Basic

Proficient/advanced

32%

48%

45%

41% 14%

32%

46%

22%

Ineffective teaching?
As part of NAEP’s 2011 reading test,
teachers of 4th- and 8th-graders were
asked about the number of hours they
spent on language arts instruction per
week. Despite earning lower scores
overall, 8th-grade children in Chicago
generally received more teaching
time—suggesting the need for a new
approach to teaching adolescents how
to read, especially non-fiction text.
Time Spent on language arts instruction
Less than 5 hours

Chicago
Nation

24%

5 to 10

10 or more

57% 19%
46%

48%
6%

Source: National Center for Education Statistics, NAEP
2011 Reading Assessment (the latest available).

substantial numbers of Chicago Public
Schools graduates cannot read at a college
level. As Rebecca Harris reports in this issue of Catalyst In Depth, nearly 40 percent
of CPS graduates who enroll in a four-year
college in Illinois land in remedial reading
classes. The rate is almost 75 percent for
graduates who enroll in City Colleges.
Neither of these statistics is surprising,
since reading scores for incoming freshmen are generally below the level that

predicts eventual college readiness. These
scores don’t increase substantially by the
time students are juniors.
Experts point out that with most students in the middle grades and high
school, the problem is not basic literacy.
Students can “read the words” on a page.
But many of them lack the skills to analyze, discuss and write about what they
read—especially complicated non-fiction
text in core subject areas. These skills will
become even more crucial with the advent of the more rigorous Common Core
State Standards.
Scores on the 8th-grade reading section
of the National Assessment of Educational
Progress, known as NAEP, show that Chicago students already lag far behind the
rest of the nation. That’s not news.
But what is new is additional evidence
that more teaching alone won’t cut it. For
the first time in 2011, NAEP asked teachers
of 4th- and 8th-graders to report the number of hours they spent on language arts
instruction per week. Chicago teachers
reported more weekly instructional hours
despite the lower scores.
CPS is part of a federal project that
aims to develop a new literacy curriculum
that will teach adolescents specific strategies for reading and understanding source
documents, scientific articles and other
types of text that are essential reading in
core subjects. Teachers are using the strategies and believe they can work.
But gaining traction will be a major
hurdle. Too often, pilot initiatives like
Project READI fade into oblivion and are
replaced by yet another flavor-of-themonth program.
“Right when you feel it’s making way
and you’re confident in it, it changes,” says
teacher Jillian Connolly of Wells High.
Chicago won’t be broadly recognized
as a “world class” city if it’s known mainly for closing dozens of schools in black
neighborhoods, sparking the first teachers
strike in 25 years, turning education into
a media spectator sport—and raising the
graduation rate without preparing every
graduate for college-level work.
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Students in Jillian Connolly’s freshman reading class at Wells High School plot their test scores on a wall, letting them see how close
they are to college readiness standards. [Photo by Lucio Villa]

Reading woes

T

he Common Core State Standards are raising the stakes
for reading skills. CPS is part of a federal project to help
teens better understand and discuss nonfiction in core
subjects. Using an approach called “disciplinary literacy,” teachers
aim to help students read history texts the way historians do, and
science texts like scientists. COVER STORY: PAGE 4
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Boosting basic literacy
About one in four high school freshmen read two or more grade levels
behind on the EXPLORE reading test. These students will need more
than one-time courses to bring them up to par academically.

From novice to expert
Teaching skills like persistence and problem-solving is a key part of
Reading Apprenticeship. Four high schools are participating, with
more on the horizon.
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ON THE COVER: Ivanna Mora, a 6thgrader at Azuela Elementary, prepares for
a history class discussion about ancient
Mesopotamia. To read and understand
history, students need to learn specific
concepts such as the difference between
primary and secondary sources. [Photo
by Marc Monaghan]

On Twitter:

@CatalystChicago

On Facebook:

Catalyst Chicago

© 2013 Community Renewal Society.

www.catalyst-chicago.org 3

Adolescent Literacy

Reading woes
Nearly 4 in 10 CPS graduates who attend four-year
colleges in Illinois land in remedial reading courses.
Experts say adolescents should be taught literacy skills
tailored specifically to non-fiction material in different
core disciplines. CPS is part of a federal project exploring
this new approach.
WHY THIS MATTERs
Starting in middle school, students need
persistence, analytical skills, and background
knowledge to read increasingly complex texts.
But many adolescents have not learned these
skills, setting the stage for academic struggles.
 Reading scores for freshmen at most high
schools are far below the level that predicts
eventual college preparedness and do not
increase substantially by junior year. Just 10
schools have average scores that indicate
students are ready for college. (See graphics
on page 7.)
 Data suggests 38 percent of CPS graduates
who enroll in four-year Illinois colleges,
and 73 percent who enroll in community
college, do not read at a college level and
end up taking remedial coursework.
 Illinois has adopted the Common Core State
Standards that require students to dissect
far more difficult reading passages. New
Common Core tests will debut in the 20142015 school year.
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By Rebecca Harris

ixth-grade students stand outside history
teacher Jodi Hoard’s room at Azuela
Elementary, waiting to file in. Their small
bodies sag under the weight of foot-high
piles of textbooks.
Once inside the classroom, the textbooks become irrelevant—a sign that Hoard’s lesson is
going to be different from the norm.
“I’d like you to please take out one sheet of
loose-leaf paper. Put everything else under the
table,” Hoard says.
Hoard gives her students a series of claims—
some turned in by students, others written by
Hoard herself—to critique. The lesson will focus
on discussion and analysis of claims about ancient Mesopotamia, based on artifacts students
have viewed online.
The first claim they will critique reads: “So
this is what I’m thinking, that my claim for the
science and inventions is that they invented the
plow.”
“They shouldn’t put ‘I think,’” a girl says.
“They should put, ‘My claim is.’”

Hoard stops her, hearkening back to the
claims students previously read that were written by historians. Do they start their essays with
that phrase? No, Hoard points out. She re-models the claim, making it broader and more direct:
“Mesopotamians were responsible for some important inventions.”
After the discussion about historical claims,
Hoard hands out a document and gives her 6thgraders one minute to “source” it, an essential
skill in history classes.

Azuela Elementary history teacher Jodi Hoard is helping develop literacy education strategies as part of Project READI, a federally funded study of “reading for
understanding.” [Photo by Marc Monaghan]
“We are not really reading the words yet,” she
reminds them.
The strategies Hoard uses might seem simple
enough, but they are not typical in CPS. Researcher Cynthia Shanahan of the University of
Illinois at Chicago notes that middle and high
school students typically do not take reading
classes, and even if students get some reading instruction in English, it doesn’t help them under-

stand how to read effectively in other subjects.
When students struggle to read, teachers find it
difficult to have them do so—and turn to other
strategies to teach content.
But Hoard’s tactics are elements of an emerging instructional model called disciplinary literacy that researchers hope will spark improvement
in adolescent literacy. Research on how expert
readers tackle text points to the need for a dif-

ferent approach—and the academic stakes are
becoming higher.
Despite one strategy after another—from intensive one-time courses to incorporating reading and writing across every subject area—reading test scores have barely moved for 8th-graders
moving to high school, and for high school students heading for college.
Even double periods of freshman English
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Clockwise from top left: Jada Mendez, a 6th-grader at Azuela Elementary, examines a source document about ancient Mesopotamia; Christopher Martinez works on a
writing assignment for the same class; model paragraphs and sentence frames help students learn to write and speak in academic language. [Photos by Marc Monaghan]
classes did not make much difference. A study
by the University of Chicago Consortium on
School Research found that a policy requiring
double periods of English for students whose
reading scores fell in the bottom half nationally
yielded “almost no discernible benefits.” The exception: a slight improvement in scores for the
lowest-level students.
“If you look at any program on adolescent literacy, it’s very hard to find anything that has any
kind of sizable impact,” says Elaine Allensworth,
a researcher at the Consortium.
Once students graduate from CPS, a substantial number cannot read college-level material
and need remedial courses—especially students
who land at City Colleges, a major destination
for many graduates. Research has shown that
students who must take non-credit remedial
classes in college are less likely to eventually
earn a degree.
In coming years, the new Common Core standards will present another challenge and require
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students to read and analyze more advanced
material than is now the norm. Multi-state tests
for the Common Core are under development by
PARCC, the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers. The new tests will
debut in the 2014-2015 school year.
The stable of strategies the district has tried

over the years to improve teen literacy didn’t
have an impact, experts say, because they were
not focused on teaching the high-level analytical skills that students need to understand complex non-fiction, especially in science and social
studies.
“We assume students who reach 4th grade
and can read 4th-grade material OK can read
anything, forever,” says Shanahan, associate
dean for academic affairs at UIC’s College of
Education and a professor in the university’s
Department of Curriculum and Instruction.
“[But] if you read something unfamiliar and
even more complex, even good readers are go-

ing to struggle. Students aren’t taught ways to
handle the material and they don’t get better at
it. And if a student takes a general approach to
reading comprehension across all kinds of texts,
they aren’t going to do as well as if they know the
kinds of things they should be looking for when
reading history versus science.”
A lack of teachers and training has made it
harder to address the problem. Just 41 percent
of CPS high schools have teachers with literacy
or reading credentials, according to state data,
and literacy is not part of the usual program of
study for upper-grades teachers.
“Teachers in our middle schools and high
schools don’t take literacy classes. Or if they do,
they’ll have taken one,” says Julie Price Daly, who
coaches teachers for the University of Chicago’s
Network for College Success, a high school improvement program run by the university’s
School of Social Service Administration.
Even so, a background in teaching reading
doesn’t necessarily prepare teachers to deal with

the unique literacy demands of adolescents. In
fact, the Consortium theorized that double periods of English likely didn’t help because teachers
did not have the right training in how to make
the best use of the extra time.
Hoard says that before she became involved
with Project READI—a federal research project
that is developing strategies to help teachers
incorporate what is called disciplinary literacy—her background was mainly in teaching
language arts. She knew how to help students
develop general reading skills, but not how to
teach them to analyze and understand history
as a subject.
As a result, many of her lessons relied on using historical fiction.
“I basically took what I knew about how to
support students as readers and applied that to
a context in which we were only reading about
history,” she says. “I primarily thought of the
history learning goals as content goals, while I
thought of skills and strategies separately as literacy goals.”
Now, instead of teaching students to be “good

readers,” Hoard concentrates on strategies that
show students how to understand history, how
to make their own claims about historical facts,
and how to back up those claims with evidence.
Students need to learn who created documents,
why they created them and when they were published, as well as the difference between primary
and secondary sources, and tertiary sources like
textbooks.
“Literacy is more a means to an end than it is
the end in itself,” Hoard says.
Hoard is helping to design the curriculum for
Project READI, a U.S. Department of Educationfunded five-year, $19 million project that includes three universities, 38 schools in Chicago
and the suburbs, plus 19 schools in California.
READI is an acronym for Reading for Understanding Across Grades 6 through 12: Evidencebased Argumentation for Disciplinary Instruction. The initiative focuses on reading literature,
history and science. (For a list of the schools, go
to www.catalyst-chicago.org.)
The goal of the project is to develop curriculum in each subject that will help students to
understand the different genres of texts, types of
claims and evidence, and writing conventions in
the different subject areas.
Susan Goldman, co-director of the Learning
Sciences Research Institute at the University of
Illinois at Chicago and a faculty member in several departments, says the skills needed to read
for understanding are different in each subject.
General reading skills taught in English class
don’t prepare them to interpret literature, understand historians’ arguments or evaluate scientific information.
“Even if I’m a really good reader of narrative,
that does not mean I’m going to be a good reader
of a science text. There are specific things scientists read for, and if you don’t make it explicit
for kids, they read it like a narrative—and that
doesn’t work,” Goldman says.
In history, for instance, “we are trying to get
them beyond just learning the ‘facts’ that are
known about a particular society,” Goldman
says. Instead, the goal is to give students “some
frameworks, some schemas, some worldviews
that will allow them to tackle new topics in that
discipline.”
Another skill students need to gain is perseverance, which can be helped by “social structures that support problem-solving” like small
group and class discussions to piece together an
article’s meaning and discover that others struggled with it too.
“Kids find that, ‘I’m not the only one who
doesn’t get this. Maybe there’s a reason I don’t
get it that doesn’t have to do with my [reading]
skill,’” Goldman says. “Social supports are very
important for kids beginning to develop the
stamina to do this—and not just with others, but

Behind the starting gate
To be eventually ready for college, the College
Board says that 9th-graders should score a 16 or
higher in reading on the EXPLORE, the precursor
to the ACT. All 10 of the CPS high schools with
average scores at that level are selective. By junior
year, even fewer schools have their students on
track for college with an average ACT reading
score of 21 or higher, the recommended level.
average Explore reading
16 or higher
10
14 to 16
28
Below 14
86

average ACT reading
21 or Higher
8
19 to 21
10
Below 19
107

Source: Catalyst Chicago analysis of Chicago Public Schools data,
2011-2012. Does not include alternative schools.

Lacking expertise
In an analysis of high school course offerings,
Catalyst Chicago found that about two-thirds
have classes designed to help raise reading
skills—but more than half have no teachers with
literacy training.
High schools that...

Offer reading courses
65%
Have a teacher with literacy or reading endorsement
41%
Source: Catalyst Chicago analysis of CPS course offering data, 2013; state
teacher service records, 2012. Does not include alternative schools.

Off-track in college
Poor reading skills force substantial numbers of
CPS graduates into non-credit remedial courses in
college, which in turn lowers their odds for earning
a degree. At City Colleges and Northeastern, CPS
graduates comprise three-quarters of entering
students.
CPS GRADS TAKING Remedial reading

City Colleges of Chicago
Northeastern Illinois University
All four-year colleges in Illinois

73%
32%
38%

Source: City Colleges of Chicago and Northeastern Illinois University,
2012; Illinois Board of Higher Education, 2008-2010.

on their own as well.”
Project READI’s strategies will be piloted by
a handful of teacher-researchers in the 2013-14
school year. A larger-scale study with a fresh
crop of teachers is slated to begin in fall 2014.
If it’s successful, researchers will be able to
bring home the first solid evidence of a program
that works to help adolescent readers deal with
complex academic material. That could set the
stage for the universities and nonprofits involved in the curriculum’s development to disseminate it more widely.
Here in Chicago, though, the program has hit
a bump in the road. Three of the 28 CPS schools
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involved in the project are among more than 50
that will close this fall. Researchers hope to continue the project at receiving schools.
In Hoard’s class, students say the strategies—in

particular, the emphasis on annotation, notetaking and flagging trouble spots in text—have
begun to pay off.
“Before this year, I was behind a level,” says
Brenda Lechuga, an 11-year-old student who
says she earned mostly C’s in 5th grade and now
earns mostly B’s. “Since Ms. Hoard taught us to
annotate our thinking, I kind of understand what
I’m reading.”
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Evan Doyle, who is 12, says the strategies
ensure that every student understands all the
phrases in a text, and adds that Hoard teaches at
a pace that allows every student to keep up.
In Hoard’s class, the discussion of sources is
part of a strategy known by the acronym SOAPSTone, which stands for Speaker (who is narrating the document), Occasion, Audience, Purpose,
Subject and Tone.
Hoard has the class guess, based on clues in
the piece, where it came from. “I have a question.
Do you think this text is from a textbook? Give me
a thumbs-up if you think it’s from a textbook, and
a thumbs-down if you don’t think it’s a textbook.”

Most of the students correctly guess that the
excerpt is from a textbook, based on its writing
style, purpose and tone.
Next, the class evaluates the author, Kevin
Reilly. “Does anyone know Kevin Reilly?” Hoard
asks. “When you read a source, you want to know
who that person is and whether or not they know
what they’re talking about.”
She pulls up online information about Reilly,
a respected historian. “I’m going to ask you a
question and you’re going to give me a thumbsup or a thumbs-down. Now that you’ve seen it,
do you think this source is more reliable or less
reliable?”

Boosting basic literacy
While most high school freshmen read at or just
slightly below grade level, there’s another aspect of
the teen literacy challenge: students who reach high
school but read several years below grade level.
Twenty-six percent of CPS freshmen read more
than two years below grade level on the EXPLORE
test, according to the University of Chicago Consortium on School Research. Overall, 17 high schools
posted average scores below 12 on the EXPLORE—
the cutoff score for students to be more than two
years behind.
In a computer lab at Roberto Clemente Community Academy, literacy specialist Theresa Flanagan
greets students who are about to start their threetimes-a-week Reading Plus computer coursework.
Reading Plus is one of the latest of a long line of
strategies schools have used to try and raise the skills
of low-level readers.
At Clemente, all incoming freshmen take the
class for a semester, regardless of their reading level.
(Flanagan says some students read as low as a 2ndor 3rd-grade level.)
The school also emphasizes close reading of
text in social studies and English, uses a literacy
instructional coach to improve reading instruction,
incorporates reading into all content areas, and is
working with its feeder elementary schools to beef
up instruction and prepare students for high school.
The online Reading Plus exercises are meant to
build fluency, vocabulary and comprehension. Some
students read paragraphs and sentences, and fill in
the blanks with the words that occur logically, such
as in: “Tom likes to ride his bicycle on the path in the
park. Camels are large animals that live in desert
lands.” Others answer multiple-choice questions
about reading selections, while still others read

stories line by line as they pop up on the screen. One
student is counting the number of times he sees the
letter ‘A,’ as letters flash rapidly across the screen.
The program gauges students’ reading level by
their speed and comprehension. Clemente’s goal is
to get students to increase four grade levels over a
semester. At the end of the semester, one-fifth of
students moved up three levels or more and raised
their EXPLORE reading scores an average of 2.2
points.
“Of those that do the program faithfully and
follow it as intended, they almost all improve one or
two grade levels,” Flanagan says.
Experts say that for students who read at a very
low level, the booster shot of basic literacy skills can
be helpful. But one-time courses are not a silver bullet, and even students who improve by several grade
levels will still lag behind their classmates.
“We are really talking years” to catch up says
Mary Ann Pitcher, co-director of the University of
Chicago’s Network for College Success. “It can’t be
just one class out of eight for four years.”
Many students also face a psychological hurdle,
becoming discouraged when they don’t understand
what they read. Sorensen points out that socialemotional learning is important when working with
struggling readers, who must “buy in” to a classroom
environment and persevere in order to take the risk
of learning to read.
A single reading program might increase teens’
confidence, “but there is still a barrier to cross to
move on to more advanced reading,” says Julie
Burnett, a leadership coach for the Network for
College Success. “A lot of that does have to do with
perseverance.”
—Rebecca Harris

Wells High School freshman reading teacher Jillian Connolly talks to students about the gains they must
make from the EXPLORE to the PLAN and ACT tests, key markers of college readiness. Connolly has a reading
specialist endorsement, but says literacy courses emphasize the teaching of basic skills. Adolescents need more
advanced skills to read text in core disciplines like science and social studies. [Photo by Lucio Villa]
Since they know the author is a historian, as
Hoard has planned, the class gives him more
credence.
Now, Hoard’s class reads the excerpt. On an
overhead screen showing the text, Hoard uses
the first sentence to demonstrate how students
should approach it. She writes synonyms next
to big words, notes questions, and flags sections
that need more clarification.
In one section the author writes that experts
disagree on which civilization is older—Mesopotamia or Egypt—but says that Mesopotamia influenced Egypt. So Hoard writes: “Maybe Mesopotamia is older than Egypt?”

When the class reaches a section noting that
“both had evolved distinct civilizations by 3000
B.C.,” Hoard refers the class to a timeline and
asks them to evaluate the statement based on
whether the timeline corroborates it.
Later, she guides the class to analyze the author’s purpose.
“Just in this first section, what is the claim the
author is making? What am I looking for here?”
“The main idea?” a boy asks.
“It’s a lot like the main idea,” Hoard replies.
“Who thinks they have a really solid claim they
think the author is making?”
“He thinks both civilizations were around at

the same time, but Mesopotamia might be older,” another boy says.
“It’s a confusing way the author is wording his
claim,” Hoard adds. “He hints at some evidence,
but he doesn’t give it.”
By the end of the discussion, Hoard has guided the class to the section of the text where the
author gives his thesis statement on similarities
and differences between the two cultures.
“It’s OK if this is a little challenging,” Hoard
says. “I found it challenging, too.”
Tell us what you think. Go to www.catalyst-chicago.org to
leave a comment, or email rharris@catalyst-chicago.org.
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From novice to expert
Persistence and problem-solving are as much a part of better literacy as the ability
to sound out words. Reading Apprenticeship helps teachers give teens those skills.
By Rebecca Harris

W

ells High School freshman reading teacher Jillian Connolly is one of
a minority of teachers
in CPS high schools with a reading
specialist endorsement. Even so,
Connolly says she wasn’t fully prepared to work with teen readers.
She knew how to teach strategies for reading and writing. But
most high school students face
deeper challenges—the socialemotional aspects of learning from
other students, how to be persistent when reading frustrating texts,
and developing content knowledge
in tandem with reading skills. They
also need to show how they came to
conclusions about what a text says.
“The difference is in metacognition and showing what you think as
a reader,” Connolly says.
Through Reading Apprenticeship, a project of the research organization WestEd, Connolly has
learned strategies designed to meet
these challenges.
Several studies have found that
the program has a positive impact
on high school student motivation,
grade-point averages, and reading
comprehension scores—in one
case, scores that were 33 percent
higher than expected if students
were not involved in the program.
(The studies were funded by the
U.S. Department of Education, the
National Science Foundation, the
Stuart Foundation and the Los Angeles Education Partnership).
Why is it effective? Experts believe it’s because students use persistence and problem-solving to
help them learn difficult material.
In Chicago, the program is
funded by a $300,000 grant from
the Searle Funds at the Chicago
Community Trust. Currently, it includes 45 teachers at four schools:
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Wells, Kenwood, Hancock and Von
Steuben. It will soon expand, perhaps to as many as 135 teachers at
13 schools.
Reading Apprenticeship is one
of several interventions whose approaches are being incorporated
into Project READI, a federal project to develop a new curriculum for
adolescent literacy.
On an April morning, Connolly is
working with students on book reviews and guides them to look up
reviews from the New York Times
as models for their own—called
“mentor texts,” because the goal is
for students to learn from them as
if they were teachers.
Connolly reads the first paragraph from a review of the young
adult historical novel “The Book
Thief.”

“Marcus Zusak has not really
written ‘Harry Potter and the
Holocaust.’ It just feels that way,”
Connolly reads. She points out that
the review mentions the author
and notes the contrast with what
students wrote. “Some of you
started your reviews with, ‘In my
book,’ and then the book’s title,”
Connolly says.
Next, she leads the class in dissecting the sentence.
“Is there a book called ‘Harry
Potter and the Holocaust?’” she
asks. She takes the class back to the
clause “has not really written,” to
point out that the answer is no. Beside the sentence, she writes, “Comparison to H.P. / J.K.R. author,” for
the series by J. K. Rowling.
Connolly moves on to the next
paragraph, which starts, “It is loaded with librarian appeal.” She puts

a box around the word “appeal,”
which students may not know. “If
it has librarian appeal, what does
that mean?”
“Something a librarian might
like,” one student says. Connolly
paraphrases: “It appeals to librarians, teachers, and others who like
books.”
She points out that one young
man, Eddy, thought the book was
boring. “But when your teacher
gave it to you, did she think it was
the best book ever?”
“Yeah,” Eddy replies. The point
of the sentence has been brought
home: The writer’s use of “librarian
appeal” is actually a thinly veiled
slam to show that other readers
might not like the book.
The review continues, stating
that the book “bestows a self-congratulatory glow on anyone willing

Kenwood’s

Left: Kenwood Academy High School students annotate, or “talk to,” a political
cartoon as they work to uncover its meaning. Above: Carnesha Brooks (left) and
Lyric Williams do the same on paper. Bottom: Writing notes next to the text helps
students tackle a complicated op-ed on terrorism. [Photo by Marc Monaghan]
to grapple with it.” Connolly pats
herself on the back.
Once the class has finished,
Connolly notes key points from
the Times review that should be
a template for students: They
must summarize the book, make
a recommendation about it, and
mention the author.
Connolly’s class is an exercise
in important reading strategies,
including annotating material and
analyzing models so they know
what is expected in their own work.
Network for College Success CoDirector Mary Ann Pitcher explains
that the goal is to get students engaged in reading longer, higherlevel material and in analyzing
their thought processes. (The network is a project at the University
of Chicago’s School of Social Service Administration that helps high

school principals use school improvement strategies that will help
students get ready for college.)
“You start by modeling. You help
students understand, ‘Where did
you get stuck?’ ” Pitcher says. Students learn to view reading, she
adds, “not as a magical thing that
[just] happens, but as something
you work through.”
At Kenwood Academy High
School, Principal Greg Jones says
Reading Apprenticeship freshmen
exceeded the school’s year-end
goal for test score gains—by January. “If we keep this pace, it will
break national records,” Jones says.
He praises the program for building
fluency as well as the more critical
skill of comprehension.
“Kids can read. But can they
clearly articulate and make sense of
what they’ve read?” Jones says.

Human

Geography

teacher, Nedaa Alwawi, says Reading Apprenticeship helped her to
overcome feeling underprepared to
teach her students how to read and
understand class material.
Just a few days after the bombing
at the Boston Marathon, Alwawi’s
class is working on the topic “What
is Terrorism?” An editorial cartoon
is projected onto the whiteboard at
the front of her class.
The cartoon shows two terrorists with bombs and guns. One is
American and the other, sporting a
button that reads “Al-Qaida,” is telling him “Howdy, Brother!”
Alwawi hands out copies of the
cartoon to students and asks them
to note their observations and information they can use to answer
her questions, such as why the AlQaida figure is saying “Howdy.”
Asia Gilmore, 14, labels the
American: “This man is like an
American who hates almost everyone and everything.” About the
other man, she writes: “I can tell
that he is Muslim by the way he
dresses, but I am confused about
what he is saying.”
Another student writes: “The AlQaida man wants to shake the other
man’s hand, but he is resistant.”
Alwawi’s class is using the strategy “Talking to the Text.” They write
down questions and comments
and, in effect, have a “conversation on paper” with the material.
Then, they share their written observations with the group and write
notes on the whiteboard next to the
cartoon.
Dissecting the various explanations, Alwawi hones in on one for
discussion: “This man says ‘Howdy,
Brother’ because he’s like a partner
in crime… They’re both terrorists.”
Next, the group tackles an article
with the title ‘What is Terrorism?’
Alwawi begins with a strategy called
“Think-aloud,” in which she explains her thinking out loud to the
class while writing model notes.
She reads the first sentence.
“Terrorism has come to signify race
and religion even though everyone
is careful not to say so.”
On the overhead projector, she
draws a box around the word “signify,” to indicate that she believes

the sentence hinges on it and she
will want to look it up. She writes
“100%” at the end of the sentence
to show that she agrees.
Students analyze the rest of the
article in groups, and write their
own notes line by line. In a section
on school shootings, Asia Gilmore
puts a box around the word “ammunition.” “And what is Columbine?”
she asks, about a reference to the
1999 Colorado school shooting.
Gilmore explains that the notes
help to pinpoint information and
make it easier to review material.
During a discussion, students
use “sentence frames” to help them
understand academic language.
Some of the sentences they use:
“After listening to (name) I agree
with…” and “In addition to what
(name) said, I’d like to add…”
At Wells, several students in
Connolly’s class say they learned to
annotate text before high school.
But continually emphasizing the
practice “helps me understand better, keep all the thoughts I have up
in my head and answer questions,”
says Mercedes Harris.
Christopher Arroyo, who came
to Wells from Burr Elementary, says
Connolly’s teaching has helped
him improve his grades: Last year,
he got A’s, B’s and D’s, but this
year it is A’s, B’s and C’s. Connolly
gives the class more guidance, too.
Arroyo says his 8th-grade teacher
“put us in the material and made
us decide what to do. I had trouble
turning my work in. It was hard to
focus.”
Connolly’s school-wide literacy
specialist position has just one
more year left, but the school
plans to keep expanding Reading
Apprenticeship.
Like other CPS initiatives, Reading Apprenticeship will have an impact if the district sticks with it long
enough, she notes.
“Right when you feel it’s making
way and you feel confident in it, it
changes,” Connolly says. But she
has hope: “The impact it’s made on
the teachers—that’s not going to
change.”
Tell us what you think. Go to www.
catalyst-chicago.org to leave a comment,
or email rharris@catalyst-chicago.org.
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