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Evaluating Student Autonomy

Three example instructional practices from literacy classrooms are described below. For each 
example, rate the level of student autonomy the practice provides. Then, provide suggestions for 
ways to build more student autonomy into the instructional practice.

Use the following scale to rate the level of student autonomy.

1 2 3 4 5

Very Low Low Moderate High  Very High

Example

Student 
Autonomy 

Rating
Suggestions to Build  

Greater Student Autonomy

Each Monday, students are given a list of 
spelling words on which they will be tested on 
Friday. During the week, students are expected 
to take the words home to memorize and 
copy over and over. After they take the test 
on Friday, the teacher grades it, counting each 
word spelled correctly or incorrectly, and gives 
each student their grade on Monday. Students 
must then copy the words they missed again 
the following week.

A teacher is planning a three-week unit on 
stars. She needs texts to use for read-alouds 
and student projects, so she asks the students 
to help her evaluate books, magazine articles, 
and the science text. Students use the Text 
Review sheet (pages 2–3 of this handout) 
to review texts in small groups and partners 
during workstation time. The teacher collects 
these reviews at the end of the week to plan 
which texts she will use.

As a warm-up at the beginning of each writing 
class, a teacher displays unrelated sentences 
written incorrectly. The teacher gives students 
five to eight minutes to correct these sentences 
independently. The teacher then calls on 
individual students to write on the board one 
correction of an error. Sometimes, the teacher 
collects the students’ corrected sentences to 
give students a grammar grade.
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Text Review
Title: _________________________________________________________________________

Author and/or illustrator: _________________________________________________________

What to Examine and 
Questions to Think About Detailed Information on What You Found

Genre

What type of text is it?

What kind of information does 
it provide?

What would it best be used 
for—for example, for research, 
as a teacher read-aloud, etc.? 
Note that the text could be used 
for more than one purpose.

Organization

How is the text organized—for 
example, does it have chapters, 
is it organized by specific 
information, etc.?

Is it well organized or poorly 
organized?

How does its organization 
affect your understanding or 
motivation?

Could parts of the text be used 
rather than the whole thing?

Pictures, Tables,  
and Other Graphics

Does the text have graphics that 
help you understand the text?

Are any graphics especially 
helpful? If so, provide the page 
numbers and explain why the 
graphic is helpful.
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Identify words that may need to be taught before we read the text.

What is your overall impression of the text—good, bad, interesting, not interesting, etc.? 
Provide specific examples to support your evaluation.
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Modeling Self-Efficacy Using a Picture Book

Materials

• ish by Peter H. Reynolds

• Three notecards—one with motivation written on it, one with confidence, and one with -ish

• Chart paper for brainstorming experiences

• Copies of living “ishfully” planning document for each student (pages 5 and 6 of this 
handout)

• Writer’s notebooks

Objective (“I Do”)

“We all have experienced what it feels like not to be good at something—whether it is 
something in school, like reading or math, or something else, like playing a sport or 
drawing or even making friends. Such an experience can create negative feelings and 
cause us not to be motivated to continue. 

“In this lesson, we read about a character who has just such an experience and how his 
little sister helps him realize his potential and become motivated again.”

Preteach Vocabulary

Show students the notecard with the word motivation on it.

“Motivation means that you want to do something. If you have motivation to do 
something, you will probably do it. For example, if you feel motivation to read a book, 
you will probably read it. If you are motivated to play soccer, you will probably play 
soccer—unless something stops you.”

Show the notecard with the word confidence on it.

“Confidence means that you feel like you can do something. For example, I have strong 
confidence in my ability to do math. I have always been a good math student, so when 
someone asks me to do math, I know I can do it. On the other hand, I do not have 
confidence in my ability to draw fancy pictures. I am an OK artist, but I do not think 
I am great. If someone asked me to draw a picture that was important for something, I 
would be very nervous about it.”

Show the notecard the suffix -ish on it.

“This is the suffix -ish. It comes at the end of a word to say that something is like 
something else. For example, if I said an adult was childish, that would mean the adult 
was acting like a child. Or if I said your shirt was blueish, that would mean it looks like 
blue, but it is not exactly blue.

“In this lesson, you will learn more about these two words and this suffix.”
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Brainstorming and Planning (“We Do”)

“Have you ever tried something and not been successful? I know I have. When I was a 
little girl, I wanted to learn how to be a softball pitcher. I played on a softball team, but I 
was one of the smallest girls on the team, and I was not very strong. I remember some of 
my friends even telling me I would not be able to pitch because I was not strong enough 
to get the ball across the plate.

“Have any of you ever felt like you could not do something—either because someone told 
you that or you just had a hard time doing it?”

Put up a web or brainstorm chart to list some of the experiences that your students share. Start 
the list with your own experience. You may have to add one or two more of your own to get 
students to share.

Show students the book ish.

“We will read this book today. In it, a little boy has an experience similar to the ones we 
just discussed. Let’s see how he handles it and how it changes him.”

Modeling (“I Do” and “We Do”)

Read the book. Stop after you read these words: “Leon’s laughter haunted Ramon. He kept trying 
to make his drawings look ‘right,’ but they never did.” 

“What do the words look right mean?”

Have students turn and talk to a partner about these words. Discuss with students how we 
sometimes think that if we are not perfect, we should stop what we are trying to do.

“Let’s see what happens next with Ramon.”

Read the next page.

“What has happened to Ramon?”

Again, have students turn and talk with a partner. 

Then, discuss as a class how Ramon has given up. He has lost all confidence in himself. Refer to 
your confidence notecard. 

Discuss with students that when you lose confidence, you often lose your motivation to keep 
trying. Refer to your motivation notecard. 

“Ramon has lost his confidence, which has also made him lose his motivation.

“Let’s keep reading. Ramon is at a low point right now, but that is about to change.”

Continue reading. Stop after you read these words: “‘Vase-ISH?’ Ramon looked closer. Then he 
studied all the drawings on Marisol’s walls and began to see them in a whole new way. ‘They do 
look…ish,’ he said.”

Remind students what -ish means.
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“What does Marisol mean when she says the picture is ‘vase-ish’?”

Have students turn to their partners and talk. 

“Marisol thinks Ramon’s picture looks like a vase even if it is not a perfect vase. She is 
helping him to see that his artwork might not be perfect, but it is good enough for her to 
put on her wall. Maybe he now can see the good in it, just like Marisol.”

Read the rest of the book. 

“What do you think it means to live ‘ishfully’?”

Have students turn to their partners and talk. 

“We do not have to be perfect. If we keep trying, we can do things, no matter what 
anyone else thinks. Sometimes, we are so worried about how we will look to others 
or how others will judge us that we forget that what is most important is how we see 
ourselves.”

Graphic Organizer (“I Do” and “We Do”)

• Web or brainstormed list of experiences

• Living “ishfully” planning document

Shared and Guided Writing (“We Do”)

“Now that we have learned about living ‘ishfully,’ let’s apply it to ourselves to write an 
essay. Let me apply it first to myself wanting to be a softball pitcher. How could I use 
Ramon’s lesson of living ‘ishfully’?”

Use the living “ishfully” planning document as students help you apply this philosophy to 
yourself. An example of how to fill out the planning document is provided on pages 7 and 8 of 
this handout.

Independent Writing (“You Do”)

After students work with you in the whole group on your planning and drafting, have each 
student or pair of students choose one of the ideas from your brainstormed list or from their own 
lives to plan and draft their own essay. Have students use a copy of the living “ishfully” document 
or have them plan and draft in their writer’s notebooks. 

Optional: Put students’ texts together to create a collaborative book.
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Reflection (“We Do”)

Guide self-reflection through key questions such as the following.

“What did this activity tell you about motivation and confidence? Why is it important to 
know about these concepts?”

Optional Steps: Write and Reflect Again (“We Do” and “You Do”)

Have students revise their drafts for effective word choice and sentences. 

Then, have students self-reflect on their writing by asking themselves questions such as the 
following.

“Who might be interested in reading my essay? What is the purpose of this piece of 
writing?”
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Living “ishfully”

What I Want

Action or Thinking Action or Thinking

Action or Thinking Action or Thinking

What living “ishfully” means to me

Me making the choice to live “ishfully”
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First draft of my living “ishfully” essay
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Living “ishfully” means that you do not let anyone keep you from doing the things you love. You 
must have confidence in yourself and believe that if you put your mind to it, you can accomplish 
pretty much anything. I believe that having confidence in yourself is one of the most important 
things to helping you do whatever it is you want to do.

Living “ishfully” Example

What I Want

Action or Thinking Action or Thinking

Action or Thinking Action or Thinking

What living “ishfully” means to me

Me making the choice to live “ishfully”

To be a softball pitcher

I really want to be a softball pitcher, 
and I won’t let what anyone says stop 
me. 

My mom knows how to play softball, so 
I will ask her to teach me how to be a 
softball pitcher.

It will take a lot of practice to be a 
softball pitcher, so I will plan to practice 
a little bit every day.

To get even better at pitching, I will try 
to pitch into a coffee can. Even though 
that is difficult, it will make me a lot 
better.
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First draft of my living “ishfully” essay

Living “ishfully” means that you do not let anyone keep you from doing the things you 
love. You must have confidence in yourself and believe that if you put your mind to it, you can 
accomplish pretty much anything. I believe that having confidence in yourself is one of the most 
important things to helping you do whatever it is you want to do. 

When I was a little girl, I wanted to be a softball pitcher. Many of my friends told me I 
could not be one because I was too small and too weak, but I decided that I would not let their 
words stop me. My mom had been a softball player, so I asked her to help me learn how to 
be a pitcher. I worked hard and practiced a little bit every day. To make myself even better, I 
would set out a coffee can to try to pitch the softball into. It was really difficult, but it made me 
a better pitcher. 

I eventually became a very good pitcher and pitched on teams throughout elementary 
and middle school. I was even the pitcher on my high school team, and I pitched on a lot 
of different teams when I was an adult. So, you see, if you decide to live “ishfully,” you can 
accomplish your goals and not let others get in your way. Living “ishfully” can give you the 
motivation to keep going.
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Planning How to Model Self-Regulation in Writing

Imagine that you want to model and have students practice the steps of the writing process 
within a lesson on expository writing. This lesson will be a shared writing activity.

The lesson content has already been planned for you in the left column of the table below. Think 
about and note different self-regulation techniques you will use as an expository text writer. You 
will think aloud about and model these strategies for your students.

Lesson Content Self-Regulation Techniques to Model

Planning

1. Brainstorm ideas (think about purpose 
and audience).

2. Choose an idea.

3. Web support related to the idea.

4. Create an initial thesis statement.

5. Organize support using an outline.

Drafting

1. Draft our initial thesis sentence.

2. Draft our support based on our outline.

3. Draft our concluding paragraph.
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Lesson Content Self-Regulation Techniques to Model

Revising

1. Read the draft aloud.

2. Think about sentences.

3. Pay attention to “glue” and how text 
holds together.

4. Think about word choice.

5. Make sure writing works for the 
audience.

Editing

1. Check and correct capitalization.

2. Check and correct usage.

3. Check and correct punctuation.

4. Check and correct spelling.

Publishing

1. Do I want to publish?

2. Reread aloud, considering purpose.

3. Reread aloud, considering audience.
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Analyzing and Setting Literacy Goals

Analyze the following literacy goals that students have set for themselves. Circle the elements 
that each goal contains. If you think a goal should be rewritten, do so in the right column.

Goal Goal Elements Rewritten Goal (if needed)

I will get a six out of 
eight on the expository 
essay we will write 
tomorrow.

Specific              Challenging

Short-term           Long-term

Learning             Performance

I will use one of the 
eight new vocabulary 
words in my personal 
narrative this week.

Specific              Challenging

Short-term           Long-term

Learning             Performance

I will earn 25 points 
on our computerized 
reading program by the 
end of the semester.

Specific              Challenging

Short-term           Long-term

Learning             Performance

As I read in the next 
week, I will find at least 
one sentence that has 
commas in a series.

Specific              Challenging

Short-term           Long-term

Learning             Performance

I will make a 100 on my 
spelling test this Friday.

Specific              Challenging

Short-term           Long-term

Learning             Performance
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Promoting a Growth Mindset Using a Picture Book

Materials

• Thank You, Mr. Falker by Patricia Polacco

• Other Polacco books (e.g., Thunder Cake, Pink and Say, The Keeping Quilt, Chicken Sunday)

• Two notecards—one with the term natural ability written on it and one with the word effort

• Chart paper for brainstorming things students think they do well and things students think 
they don’t do well

• Trisha’s Beliefs About Herself chart (page 5 of this handout) on chart paper with no 
highlighting 

• Copy of Changing My Beliefs and Improving Myself sheet (pages 6 and 7 of this handout) for 
each student

• Writer’s notebooks

Objective (“I Do”)

“We often think of abilities as something we are born with. If we are not good at 
something, we sometimes think it is just part of who we are and there is nothing we 
can do about it. There is a different way to think about abilities, though. Instead of 
thinking of ourselves as good or bad at something, we can think of certain abilities as 
underdeveloped—areas in which we can work to grow and improve. 

“In this lesson, we read about a character who believes herself to be an artist but not a 
reader. At first, she sees these aspects of herself as a permanent part of who she is, but 
then a teacher comes along to show her how she can work to be just as strong a reader as 
she is an artist.”

Preteach Vocabulary

Show students the notecard with the term natural ability on it.

“Natural ability refers to being able to do something easily, or naturally. When we say that 
someone has a natural ability, it seems as if that person were born that way. For example, 
some people seem to have a natural ability to run fast. They seem like they were born 
that way. Other people seem to have a natural ability for singing or playing a musical 
instrument—it is like they were born being good at it.”

Next, show them the notecard with the word effort.

“Effort refers to hard work. When you put in effort to do something, you work hard to 
accomplish it. I put in a lot of effort to learn how to read and write, especially when I was 
younger. But I still have to work hard, even now as an adult, to continue to get better in 
these areas.
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“Some people think that you are either born with natural ability or you are not, and that 
if you have to put in too much effort to accomplish something, you must not be good 
enough at it or smart enough to accomplish it. We will read about a girl who thought this 
way until a teacher changed her mind.”

Brainstorming and Planning (“We Do”)

“Let’s list some things that we think that we are good at. For example, I am a pretty good 
basketball player, so I will put that.”

Put up a web or brainstorm chart to list some of the students’ responses. 

“Now, let’s list some things that we think we are not good at. I think I am not good at 
learning to speak a new language, like Spanish, so I will put that one.”

Finish brainstorming with students. 

Refer to the first list.

“How did we become good at the things on this list? Talk with your partners for a minute 
about how you have developed these abilities.”

Give students 30 to 45 seconds to discuss with their partners.

“Were you born being good at these things or did you practice them? Did you do them 
a lot? I worked hard to become a good basketball player. I spent hours dribbling the ball 
and shooting free throws so that I would get better. I put in a lot of effort. I was not born 
with natural ability.”

Refer to the second list.

“Now, let’s talk about the things on this list. Why do you think you are not as good at 
these things?”

Give students 30 to 45 seconds to discuss with their partners.

“Sometimes, we think that if we are not good at something, we will never be good at 
it—no matter how much effort we put into it. But I have a book that shows we might be 
wrong.”

Modeling (“I Do” and “We Do”)

Show students the book Thank you, Mr. Falker.

“The main character in this book is a girl named Trisha. Pay attention to how she thinks 
about herself and what she is good at and what she is not so good at.”

Read the book, stopping occasionally to discuss how Trisha feels about herself as an artist and as 
a reader and learner. Stop after the page that ends with these words: “You are going to read—I 
promise you that.”
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Display the first section of the Trisha’s Beliefs About Herself chart on chart paper.

“Let’s look at how the author shows us how Trisha views herself as an artist and as a 
reader and learner. Here are some direct quotes from the book so far. Let’s highlight 
words that tell us what she believes about herself.”

Have students help you highlight the key words. Suggested answers are provided on page 6 of 
this handout.

Then, have students turn to a partner and discuss what they notice about each column.

“Notice that Trisha thinks she is an excellent artist. She loves to draw. On the other hand, 
she thinks she is a terrible reader and calls herself ‘dumb’ quite a bit. These feelings cause 
her to hate school. She thinks she was born without natural ability in reading. Let’s see 
whether Mr. Falker can help her change her beliefs about her reading and learning.”

Read the rest of the book, stopping to discuss how Mr. Falker helps Trisha. Help students to 
realize that this book is about the author herself. 

Display the second section of the Trisha’s Beliefs About Herself chart on chart paper. Have 
students help you highlight key words that show how Trisha’s beliefs have changed about herself 
as a learner and about school. 

Then, have students turn to a partner to discuss what they notice. 

“Here is a girl who thought she wasn’t smart and thought that no matter what anyone 
did, she would continue not to be smart. She felt that way from first grade all the way 
into fifth grade. That is five years! But then, Mr. Falker showed her she was wrong. She 
just needed someone to teach her, really teach her, how to read.

“Now look at her. She wrote this book and many others.”

Show some of Patricia Polacco’s other books.

“We can see that she is still a wonderful artist, which she started practicing when she was 
little. But she also writes good stories, which means she has learned to be a good reader 
and a good writer. She worked at it, and now she is famous for something she did not 
think she would ever be able to do. What do you think about this?”

Have students turn to a partner and discuss this question. Then, discuss it as a whole class. 

Graphic Organizer (“I Do” and “We Do”)

• Web or brainstormed lists of things students think do well and things students think they do 
not do well

• Changing My Beliefs and Improving Myself planning document
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Shared and Guided Writing (“We Do”)

“Can we follow Patricia Polacco’s model? Is there something that you feel like you are not 
good at now but that you want to work at to become better? You can use something from 
the list we created earlier or something else.”

Use the Changing My Beliefs and Improving Myself sheet as students help you make a plan for 
changing your beliefs and working to improve your abilities within a specific area. An example of 
how to fill out this planning document is provided on pages 8 and 9 of this handout.

Independent Writing (“You Do”)

After students work with you in the whole group on your planning and drafting, have each 
student or pair of students choose one of the abilities from your brainstormed list or from their 
own lives to plan and draft their own essay. Have students draft on the Changing My Beliefs and 
Improving Myself sheet or in their writer’s notebooks. 

Optional: Put students’ texts together to create a collaborative “Improving Myself” book.

Reflection (“We Do”)

Guide self-reflection through key questions such as the following.

“What did this activity tell you about natural ability and effort? Why is it important to 
know about these concepts?”

Optional Steps: Write and Reflect Again (“We Do” and “You Do”)

Have students revise their drafts for effective word choice and sentences. 

Then, have students self-reflect on their writing by asking themselves questions such as the 
following.

“Who might be interested in reading my essay? What is the purpose of this piece of 
writing?
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Trisha’s Beliefs About Herself

Herself as an Artist Herself as a Reader and Learner

Before Mr. Falker helps her

“She loved being at 
school because she 
could draw. The 
other kids would 
crowd around her 
and watch her do 
her magic with the 
crayons.”

“The harder words 
got…the more and 
more time she spent 
drawing—how she 
loved to draw!”

“She…drew more 
and more…”

“Mr. Falker would 
stand behind Trisha 
whenever she 
was drawing and 
whisper, ‘This is 
brilliant…absolutely 
brilliant.’”

“…she stayed alone in Our Neighborhood.”

“Trisha began to feel ‘different.’ She began to feel dumb.”

“‘Gramma, do you think I’m…different?’”

“‘Do you think I’m smart?’ Trisha didn’t feel smart.”

“School seemed harder and harder now.”

“Reading was just plain torture.”

“She just knew she was dumb.”

“Maybe, though, the teachers and kids in her new school wouldn’t 
know how dumb she was.”

“She was reading like a baby in the third grade!”

“Now Trisha wanted to go to school less and less.”

“…she hated, hated, hated school.”

“Then, one day, she had to stand up and read, which she hated.”

“She felt completely alone.”

“‘You think you’re dumb, don’t you? How awful for you to be so 
lonely and afraid.’”

After Mr. Falker helps her

“Always sounding them out. And that felt good.”

“And deep down she still felt dumb.”

“Almost as if it were magic, or as if light poured into her brain, the 
words and sentences started to take shape…”

“Then, she held the book, honey and all, close to her chest.”

“…she was happy, so very happy.”

“The rest of the year became an odyssey of discovery and 
adventure…”

“She learned to love school.”
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Changing My Beliefs and Improving Myself

What I Want to Learn to be Better at

Action or Thinking Action or Thinking

Action or Thinking Action or Thinking

Something I think I am not good at

What I am willing to do to become better at it

Restating my belief about this ability
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First draft of my “Improving Myself” essay
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Changing My Beliefs and Improving Myself

What I Want to Learn to be Better at

Action or Thinking Action or Thinking

Action or Thinking Action or Thinking

Something I think I am not good at

What I am willing to do to become better at it

Restating my belief about this ability

To speak Spanish with a lot  
of new vocabulary

I visited Honduras for 10 days. Most 
of the people I was around only spoke 
Spanish, and I started to get really good 
at understanding them and speaking to 
them, so I know if I just immerse myself 
in the language I will learn it.

I have a good friend who is bilingual 
and knows Spanish really well. When I 
go over to her house, I will ask her to 
speak to me only in Spanish for part of 
the time.

I will get some children’s books that are 
written in Spanish so that I can learn 
new vocabulary words. I will spend 30 
minutes each night reading and saying 
the words.

I will have at least one conversation 
every day with a student in our class 
who speaks Spanish. I will ask the 
student to teach me at least one new 
word every day.

Speaking Spanish

I think I have not had enough practice learning Spanish. I have practiced quite a bit with 
reading and writing Spanish, but I have not practiced enough with speaking it and learning 
new vocabulary. Those are things I want to get better at.
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First draft of my “Improving Myself” essay

For a long time, I have thought that I am not good at learning languages. I got pretty 
good at reading and writing Spanish, but I could not understand it well when I heard it, and I 
could not speak it at all. Now I know that if I work at it, I can be good at understanding and 
speaking Spanish. It just takes hard work and practice. 

When I was younger, I went to Honduras for 10 days. In Honduras, most of the 
people speak Spanish only, so I had to become good at understanding and speaking a little 
bit of Spanish. The longer I stayed there, the more words and phrases I picked up and spoke 
myself, so I know that if I just immerse myself in Spanish, I will be able to learn it. 

I know a few strategies to try to immerse myself in the language. First, I will have one 
of my good friends speak to me in Spanish more. When I visit her, I will ask her to speak to 
me only in Spanish for a little while. Next, I need to learn more vocabulary words, so I will go 
to the bookstore and buy a few children’s books that can teach me vocabulary. I will spend 
at least 30 minutes each night reading and saying the new words from the books. Finally, a 
lot of students in this class can help me learn Spanish, so I will have at least one conversation 
every day with a student in Spanish. I will ask that student to teach me at least one word. 
That way, I will also learn new vocabulary words. I will use each of these strategies over the 
next six months to see whether my Spanish improves. I am definitely excited to get started!
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Using Language Effectively in Literacy Classrooms

Noticing and Naming

One way we use language is to notice what is happening around us and then name it. The 
following examples show how you can model noticing and naming for your students and help 
your students do their own noticing and naming, which helps them to be more active, self-
regulated readers and writers.

• “Did anyone notice _____?”

• “I see you know how to _____.”

• “Remember the first week when we had to work really hard at _____? Now you do it 
automatically.”

• “You know what I heard you doing just now? You may not have realized it.”

• “Tell me how it went. What went well? What questions were asked?”

• “What did yo notice? Did any _____ surprise you?”

Creating Identities

This type of language helps students discover who they are and who they can become. This 
language can help students develop their identities as learners, readers, writers, etc.

• “As [writers, poets, readers, analysts, thinkers, scientists, etc.], how should we handle this?”

• In response to problematic behavior: “That is not like you.”

• “I wonder if, as a [writer, poet, reader, etc.], you are ready for this.”

• “I bet you are proud of yourself.”

• “What are you doing as a [writer, poet, reader, etc.] today?”

• “What have you learned most recently as a [writer, poet, reader, etc.]?”

Supporting Autonomy and Agency

This type of language allows students to take control of their learning and develop 
internalized motivation.

• “How did you figure that out?”

• “What problems did you come across today?”

• “How are you planning to go about this?”

• “Where are you going with this [piece of writing, line of thinking, discussion, etc.]?”
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• “You really have me interested in this [character, story, idea, etc.] because of _____, and if 
you _____, I will get an even stronger sense of what you are trying to accomplish.”

• “It seems to me that you made a conscious choice to [use these specific words, include that 
detail, etc.].”

• “Why _____?”

Developing Ability to Generalize and Make Connections

The purpose of this language is to help students stretch their current thinking. This type of 
language invites students to think critically about their learning and their own use of language. 
It also helps students make connections between ideas, texts, experiences, knowledge, etc. 
One method is to play with language and its rules (use nonsense rhymes, parody, etc.). See the 
following examples for more ideas.

• “One thing that people do when they _____ is think of what they know. [Writers, Poets, 
Readers, etc.] do this, too. Let’s try it.”

• “How else _____?”

• “That is like _____.”

• “What if _____?”

Constructing Knowledge

We want students to contemplate, wonder, and consider what it means to know something. 
Using language like in the following examples gets students thinking about their own thinking 
and what it means to be knowledgeable. As you can see in the last example, this type of language 
also can prompt students to question others’ knowledge. We want students to be able to explain 
their thinking and provide evidence.

• “Let’s see if I have this right.” Then summarize what a student or group of students has said.

• “Thanks for straightening me out.” 

• “That is an interesting way of looking at it. I had not thought about it that way. I will have to 
think about it some more.”

• “How did you know?”

• “How could we check?”

• “Would you agree with that?”



5: Motivating and Engaging Students Handout 6 | 3 of 3

Grade 5 Reading to Learn Academy 
© 2017 The University of Texas System/Texas Education Agency

Creating a Community of Learners

This type of language creates the sense of a collaborative environment in which we support 
one another in learning. We look to one another as fellow readers, writers, and thinkers who can 
provide ideas, make suggestions, demonstrate skills, etc.

• “We _____.”

• “Who else would _____?”

• “Any compliments?”

• “I wonder _____.”

• “Are there other ways to think about that?”

• “What are you thinking? Stop and talk to your neighbor about it.”

• “You managed to figure that out with each other’s help. How did you do that?”

• “That just reminded me of something. Thank you. Let me write it down.”

 Adapted from Johnston, 2004.
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Scenarios to Practice Language Use

Four scenarios from literacy classrooms are provided below. Imagine that you are the teacher in 
each of these scenarios. Using Handout 7 as a reference, write the language you would use to 
support students’ motivation, thinking, and learning.

Scenario Your Response

Your classroom does not seem to 
be functioning well. Students yell. 
They constantly bicker and fight 
with one another. They compare 
their performance to see who is 
smarter or better. How can you get 
the classroom working better as a 
community?

Your students struggle to use text 
evidence. They respond to inference 
questions and other higher-level 
questions with random connections 
that have nothing to do with what 
the text says. You want to motivate 
students to go back to the text to 
find evidence for their answers.

Your students seem to grasp what 
you teach related to reading, but 
this knowledge doesn’t transfer to 
their own writing. How can you 
help students make the connection 
between reading and their own 
writing?

Several of your students struggle 
with writing—even with writing a 
complete sentence. These students 
have no motivation to write and 
do not see themselves as capable of 
effective written communication. 
How can you get them motivated to 
write?
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