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‘Determining Importance in Text
The Nowfiction Connection

parents, their kids grown, had sold the house where she had grown

up and moved to another. In the move, they boxed ail of her remain-
ing possessions and sent them out to Steph in Denver. As the padlock
clicked free, the top of the trunk burst open and childhood treasures of
every imaginable size and shape poured out. Stuffed animals, glossy black-
and-white photographs of Hollywood movie stars, her collection of Nancy
Drew books, a well-loved Raggedy Andy doll, a 1954 edition of Dr, Seuss’s
If I Ran the Zoo, and even her kindergarten report card cascaded over the
sides.

As Steph peeled away the layers of her life, she came upon several huik-
ing college textbooks lining the bottom of the trunk. When she opened a
tome titled Modern European History, a blast of yellow blinded her. Page after
page of white space and black print had been shaded neon yellow, the result
of Steph’s bout with mad highlighting disease!

Throughout her education, teachers had instructed Steph to highlight
the important parts. But no one had shown her how. She assumed that if the
writers of these massive textbooks had written it down, it must be impor-
tant. So she highlighted just about every letter of print, Highlighting is easy;
determining what to highlight is the challenge.

For years in schools, students everywhere have been asked to pick out
the most important information when they read, to highlight essential
ideas, to isolate supporting details, and to read for specific information.
This is easier said than done. The strategy lessons in this chapter are
designed to help readers sift and sort information, and make decisions
about what information they need to remember and what information they
can disregard.

B dozen or so years ago, a large footlocker arrived at Steph’s door, Her
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118 Strategies That Work

The Link Between the Strategy of Determining Importance
s and the Genre of Nonfiction

Determining important ideas and information in text is central to making
sense of reading and moving toward insight. Much of this chapter shows
how teachers support readers in their efforts to sift and sort essential infor-
mation. When we teach the strategy of determining importance, we often
introduce it in nonfiction. They go together. Nonfiction reading is reading to
learn. Simply put, readers of nonfiction have to decide and remember what
is important in the texts they read if they are going to learn anything from
them.

When readers determine importance in fiction and other narrative
genre, they often infer the bigger ideas and themes in the story, as the kids in
Jennifer Joness fifth grade did when they read Teamimates (see Chapter 8).
Getting at what's important in nonfiction text is more about gaining infor-
; mation and acquiring knowledge than discerning themes. Nonfiction is full
of features, text cues, and structures that signal importance and scaffold

understanding for readers. These features, specific to nonfiction, provide
explicit cues to help readers sift essential information from less important
details when they read expository text. We explicitly teach readers how to
use these cues to extract salient information. But first we need to ensure that
they have a wide range of nonfiction at their disposal.

Bevexly Kobrin, author of The Kobrin Letter, a quarterly publication that
reviews nonfiction trade literature, tells us that “life is nonfiction.” We
agree. We are completely captivated by the realm of nonfiction. Yor us, the
real world is rich, fascinating, and compelling. Young kids know this, which
is why furry caterpiliars, sparkling rocks, and medieval knights sweep them
away. Kids can't resist the real world. We encourage them to explore a topic

* of interest, ask questions about it, and read for information to add to their
store of knowledge.

Steph and Anne both have wonderful memories of having been read
aloud to in school. We can still hear the words of Black Beauty (Sewell 1941)
and The Secret Garden {Burnett 1948) as our teachers Jured us in from recess
for read-aloud time. But neither of us can ever recall having had a piece of
nonfiction read aloud to us or even seeing it in school. It was as if the genre
didn’t exist—outside of textbooks, that is.

A number of years ago, we joined a group of fourth- and fifth-grade
teachers in a classroom book audit to determine whether their classroom
book collections included a wide variety of genres. To our surprise, W
found very little trade nonfiction among the novels and textbooks. Over 80
percent of the classroom books fell into the fiction category. Considering
that about 80 percent of the reading we do outside of school is nonfiction, it
wasn’t hard to recognize a disconnect. More nonfiction needed to be shared,
explored, and taught in these classrooms and in classrooms everywhere.
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Classroom book audits are invaluable tools to ensure that classrooms bal-
ance their collections with respect to genres as well as other categories.
Nonfiction picture books and young adult magazines and newspapers
fire kids up, especially if text quality matches the compelling photographs,
charts, and illustrations, There's nothing like a photograph of the jaws of a
great white shark clamping down on the front end of a surfboard to spark
kids” interest in ocean life. Interesting authentic nonfiction fuels kids’ curios-
ity, enticing them to read more, dig deeper, and search for answers to com-
pelling questions. When kids read and understand nonfiction, they build
background for the topic and acquire new knowledge. The ability to identify
essential ideas and salient information is a prerequisite to developing insight,

Distilling the Essence of Nonfiction Text

In Nonfiction Matters (Harvey 1998), Steph wrote about overviewing and
highlighting the text to help students determine important ideas and infor-
mation while reading,

Overviewing

When students read nonfiction, they can be taught overviewing, a form of
skimming and scanning the text before reading. Reading comprehension
researcher Jan Pole suggests focus lessons on the following to help students
overview the text;

Activating prior knowledge

Noting characteristics of text length and structure

Noting important headings and subheadings

Determining what to read and in what order

Determining what to pay careful attention to

Determining what to ignore

Deciding to quit because the text contains no relevant information
Deciding if the text is worth careful reading or just skimming

b b 2B R R I 3% S

A careful overview saves precious time for students when reading diffi-
cult nonfiction text. The ability to overview eliminates the need for kids to
read everything when searching for specific information. Overviewing rep-
resents an early entry in the effort to determine importance. Teachers can
model these components of overviewing in their own reading and research
process.

Highlighting

To effectively highlight text, readers need to read the text, think about it, and
make conscious decisions about what they need to remember and learn.
They can’t possibly remember everything, They need to sort important
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information from less important details. They need to pick out the main
ideas and notice supporting details, and they need to let go of ancillary
information. We encourage students to consider the following guidelines
when they highlight, and we provide exphicit instruction in each of these
points:

& look carefully at the first and last line of each paragraph. Important

information is often contained there.
& Highlight only necessary words and phrases, not entire sentences.
& Don't get thrown off by interesting details. Although they are fascinat-
ing, they often obscure important information.
& Make notes in the margin to emphasize a pertinent highlighted word or
phrase.
« Note cue words (see Part I1I, Appendix F). They are almost always fol-
lowed by important information.
4 Pay attention to the vast array of nonfiction features that signal impor-
tance.
& Day attention to surprising information. It might mean you are learning
something new.

¢ When finished, check to see that no more than half the paragraph is
highlighted. As readers become more adept, one-third of the paragraph
is a good measure for highlighting.

Nonfiction Features That Signal Importance

When a word is italicized, a paragraph begins with a boldface heading, oF
the text says “Most important,...” yeaders need to stop and take notice, This
may sound obvious, but it's not. No one ever taught us to pay attention to
these nonfiction conventions. Steph was s0 textbound as a young reader that
to this day she still skips over the title to get to the text. This is a shame.
Titles, headings, framed text, and captions help focus readers as they sort
important information from less important details. Nonfiction is one of the
most accessible genres for reluctant and less experienced readers becatise
fhe features scaffold the reader’s understanding. A photograph and a cap-
tion sometimes synthesizes the most important information on the pageé
rendering a complete reading of the text unnecessary. Nonfiction features
are user-friendly. Some that we teach follow.

Fonts and effects Teachers can note examples of different fonts and effects:
such as titles, headings, boldface print, color print, italics, bullets, captions:
and labels, which signal importance in text, We can remind kids that font
and effect differences should be viewed as red flags that wave #This i
important. Read carefully.”

Cue words and phrases Nonfiction writing often includes text cues that sig”
nal importance. Signal words, like stop signs, wain readers to halt and pay

[ SN
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attention. Proficient adult readers automatically attend to these text cues.
Less experienced readers don’t. We need to remember to point these signal
words out to readers. Writers choose phrases such as for example, for
instance, in fact, in conclusion, most important, but, therefore, on the other hand,
and such as so that readers will take note, As students come across signal
words, they can add them to a classroom chart of text cues to guide readers
through difficult expository text (see Part III, Appendix F). Standardized
tests as well are full of cue words, and familiarity with these signals may
boost scores.

Hlustrations and photographs llustrations play a prominent role in nonfic-
tion to enhance reading comprehension. Nonfiction trade books and maga-
zines brim with colorful photographs that capture young readers and carry
them deeper into meaning,

Graphics Diagrams, cut-aways, cross-sections, overiays, distribution maps,
word bubbles, tables, graphs, and charts graphically inform nonfiction read-
ers of important information.

Text organizers Teachers cannot assume that kids know concepts such as
index, preface, table of contents, glossary, and appendix. When kids are sur-
veying different texts for information, knowledge of these text organizers is
crucial for further research.

Text structures Expository text is framed around several structures that crop
up in both frade and textbook publications and standardized test forms.
Understanding different expository text structures gives readers a better
shot at determining important information. These structures include cause
and effect, problem and solution, question and answer, comparison and
contrast, and description and sequence. If students know what to look for in
terms of text structure, meaning comes more easily. Grappling with nonfic-
tion text structure and coming to understand it helps readers determine
essential ideas. '

In the classrooms portrayed here, teachers at various grade levels surround
their students with nonfiction trade books and other materials to help them
build background knowledge of the genre—how certain features signal
importance; and to model interesting as well as accurate writing. The first
three lessons that follow illustrate these goals.

Nonfiction writing does not have to be boring. All we have to do is pick
up a newspaper, look through a National Geographic, or read a nonfiction
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Purpose:
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Responses:

Strategies That Work

best-seller to see that nonfiction writing can be rich in voice. Sometimes,
indeed, it is so compelling that sifting important information from the over-
all text can be challenging. Readers are likely to become so engrossed in
authentic trade nonfiction that they may get carried away by the rich details
and miss the essence of the text. But the first purpose of real-world nonfic-
tion is to convey factual information, important ideas, and key concepts.
The remaining strategy lessons in this chapter show how teachers help stu-
dents read to extract important information and essential ideas from nonfic-
tion text.

Buildimg Backgruund Knowledge 'oF
Nonfiction Conventions

Building background knowledge of nonfiction conventions by creating books
that illustrate these conventions

Hungry, Hungry Sharks, by Joanna Cole, photographs from home or school, 8 x 11"
bookiets containing six blank pages foided in haif and stapled

A different nonfiction convention on each page;a two-column class chart
headed Convention/Purpose, which serves as a reco d for all of the kids

To help her first graders become aware of the features of nonfiction, Michelle
Meyer had them create nonfiction convention books. These little booklets
were made up of six sheets of 8 x 11" paper folded over and stapled together
with a construction paper cover. The kids wrote the title “Nonfiction
Conventions” on their books and decorated them (see Figure 9.1). To help
build their background knowledge for nonfiction features, Michelle filled her
room to capacity with nonfiction books and read them aloud each day, point-
ing out various nonfiction conventions as they came up.

The first feature Michelle presented for these nonfiction convention
books was captions. She pasted a photograph of her and her cat, Madison,
on the first page, and wrote the following caption under the picture: “Herel
am with Madison wearing her princess look as she drapes herself over the
pillow while lounging on my bed.” Then Michelle labeled the page
“Caption.” Later, the kids brought in a photograph, pasted it on the first
page, wrote a caption under the picture, and labeled the page “Caption.”
(Michelle had a Polaroid camera for those kids who were unable to come up
with a photograph from home.) The photograph and the caption made for a
very appealing page to begin the nonfiction convention books.

Fach day as she read a nonfiction book out loud, Michelle added a new
feature to her own book. The kids joined in the search, and when they came
across an unfamiliar nonfiction feature, they shared it with the class and
added it to their booklets as well as to a large two-column class chart headed
Convention/Purpose. Along with Michelle, the kids recorded the new nonfic:
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Figure 9.1 Cover of a Nonfiction Convention Book

tion conventions in the first column and indicated their purposes in the sec-
ond column. . '

One day, while flipping through Joanna Cole’s Hungry, Hungry Shatks,
Catie found an illustration of a whale shark stretched across the roof of a
bus, a visual marker of its great size. Michelle suggested that Catie teach the
other kids about this new feature, called a comparison. Catie drew the
whale shark on top of a school bus and labeled her new page with the head-
ing “Comparisons” (see Figure 9.2). The next day she taught the class about
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Figure 9.2 Catie’s Illustration of a Comparison in Nonfiction Text

the notion of comparisons by sharing hen illustration. Michelle reinforced
this by reading a wrilten example of a size comparison between a
Tyrannosaurus tooth and a banana. Sean’s drawing (see Figure 8.4) illustrates
his rendition of those words.

Michelle pointed out to the class that Catie and Sean used different
words to compare these items. Catie wrote “a little bit bigger than” and Sean
wrote “as big as.” The class discussed the difference in these phrases an
their meanings because Michelle wanted them to begin to notice the lan-
guage of comparison. Just telling kids about the special features and lan
guage of nonfiction is not enough. But having them search for their oWl
examples and talk about nonfiction characteristics scaffolds their nonfiction
reading and enhances their understanding of the genre.
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Becoming Familiar with the Characteristics of
Nonfiction Trade Books.

These pages included both factual content about a chogen topic and the non-

already knew aboyt their topic on a Prior Knowledge form, Turner listed five
things he already knew:

Research Topic: Elvis Presley
Prior Knowledge: Write down facts that you already know about yoyr topic

L. Elvis was the king of Rock and Roll,
2. Hewas very famous,

3. Hesang many great songs,

4. He was very tall,

5. He died of drugs,

Research Topic: Elvis Presley
Questions | haye before | begin my research are, ,,

Did Elvis have any other jobs?
Did he have children?

Did he have brothers and sisters?
What were his parents’ names?
What instruments did he play?

TR W p
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An additional sheet asked the kids to list five new facts they learned as
these nonfiction Pages

they conducted their research. In their final form,
included interesting factual informationy answered questions, resembled pub-
lished nonfiction, and were yisually sh';;king {see, for example, Figure 9.3).
This was a terrific project that helped build background knowledge
about the genre of nonfiction as well as demanding that Kids sift through
interesting information and choose what they deemed most jmportant 10
include on their page: This would serve as an jmportant step in creating
nonfiction picture books at a later date.

Deteytining What's mportant When
Witing In oymation
tis important to include

Becoming a speclaliston a favorite topic, choosing wha
in a piece of writing, and writing informational teaching books.

Nonfiction trade books, magazines,and former students'work; 8 X 11" construc
tion paper booklets containing about twelve pages folded and stapled
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Teaching books that replicate authentic nonfiction trade books, features and alk.
The writers write about their specialties, sornething they know about, care
about, and would like to teach someone,

On a visit to Jacqueline Heibert’s third grade classroom at Crofton House
School in Vancouver, British Colunbia, Steph worked with the students on
writing important information about a topic of choice in the form of a “teach-
ing book.” Jacqueline had surrounded her third graders with nonfiction
trade books, and they were becoming increasingly knowledgeable about the
characteristics of the genre. When Steph arrived, she encouraged them to flip
through nonfiction books, magazines, and examples of former students’
teaching books and note the features and the writing, After they perused the
resources for twenty minutes or so, Steph talked to the kids about writing
books whose purpose is to teach something. “Everyone is a specialist in
something,” she told them as she wrote the following on a large charl:

A specialist is someane who
4 Cares a lot about a topic, is passionate about it
¢ Knows a lot about the topic
4 Wants to teach someone about the topic

She then made a list of several topics she knew and loved. Her list of spe-
cialties included

Teaching and learning

Reading and writing

Her family

Snorkeling

Snow skiing

The country of Tibet

Hiking in the Colorado mountains

LR 2R 2 K R %

After sharing the topics she specialized in and choosing snorkeling for
further exploration, she asked the kids to think of at least three specialties of
their own. She asked for at least three in the belief that one will almost
always emerge, even from more reticent kids, and that threé or more would
be a welcome bonus. The kids jotted down their specialties and shared them
in pairs,

Next, Steph modeled writing her own teaching book. She wrote differ-
ent information on each page of a construction paper booklet containing
about twelve pages of paper, lined on the bottomn half and unlined on the
top for ilustrations. She explained that since the purpose of nonfiction writ-
ing is to teach something, writers need to choose the most important infor-
mation to include in the writing. To do this, writers ask themselves, “What
information will best help my reader understand the topic?”

Steph began with snorkeling equipment on the first page, wrote about
getting into the water on the next page, and followed with safety, coral, fish,
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and hazards on subsequent pages. Writing these parts on a page served as a
preamble to later paragraphing. Steph explained that she chose these partic-
ular components of snorkeling because she felt they represented the most
important information she could teach on the topic. She illustrated each
page and included some nonfiction features, such as labeling her illustra-
tions and marking each page with a heading.

The kids leaped at the chance to share their considerable information in
the teaching book format. They filled their teaching books with interesting
content as well as an array of nonfiction features, including illustrations.
Creating these nonfiction books gave kids opportunities to draw as well as
write. Hillary C. used labeling to enhance her informational book about ski-
ing (see Figure 9.4), and Hilary W. headed each section in her manatee book
with a pertinent question, which she answered on the page (see Figure 9.5).
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Figure 9.4 Hillary C.'s Teaching Book Page on Skiing
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Making these teaching books provided a terrific follow-up to the earlier

nonfiction convention hooks and page designs.
Later that week, after they had completed
Jacqueline gave the kids plenty of time to share their

other. Sharing their specialties buiit community. The kids came to see each
other as specialists in particular area, Some Specialties were expected.
Some were a complete surprise, Everyone learned new information on fresh
topics as well as building background for nonfiction features, Because the
kids included information they deemed important, their classmates learned
essential content. When kids do the teaching, their peers take note,

A thought occurs to us here. To model outcomes,

the teaching books,
information with each

share student work as
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examples of other students’ work. Copy and save kids’ work. Ask their per-
mission to share it with future students. Flattery will get you everywhere!
Student work is more authentic and powerful than any model we can think
of. Kids love to read the work of other students, and they learn from it, too.

Coding Important (nformation on Unfamiliar as
well as Familiar Topics

Noticing and selecting new information on familiar and unfamiliar topics

The picture book The Unhuggables, published by the National Wildiife
Federation

Sticky notes coded L for learned something new about a familiar topic, or * for
important information about an unfamiliar topic

Our background knowledge plays a major role when we read informational
text. As an avid lover of the country of Tibet and a passionate reader about
the plight of Tibetans, Steph has extensive background knowledge for the
topic. Each time she picks up an article about ‘Tibet, she focuses on new
information to add to her store of knowledge and develop further insight
into this wonderful country. Much of what she reads about Tibet she knows
already. On the other hand, if she were to pick up an article about Colorado
water conservation, she would likely be overwhelmed with a mass of new,
unfamiliar information, since she knows so little about the topic to begin
with.

Kids are no different. Every teacher has met a kid who knows practi-
cally everything there is to know about dinosaurs, black holes, or the Civil
War. The amount of background knowledge we have on a topic has a lot to
do with what we deem important about it. If we already know the informa-
tion, we are less likely to consider it important when we read it again.

When kids are reading about topics they know a great deal abouf, we
encourage them to notice when they’ve learned something new and code
the text L for learned. That new information means a lot to students with
considerable background knowledge about a topic. When kids read abouta
little-known topic, however, coding the text L for learned is useless because
the text would likely disappear under a sea of Ls. We encourage these read-
ers, instead, to code parts they deem important with %, a kind of a universal
code for importance, We suggest that they use the same criterion for coding
with x as they use to highlight important text.

Nick, a sixth-grade spider specialist, was reading The Unhuggables, a col-
Jection of short text pieces about animals you wouldn’t want to cuddie up
to. The compelling content, the rich writing style, and the engaging short
text combine to make The Unhuggables one of our favorite books. In the sec
tion on spiders, he coded the text and wrote the following comments:
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L Tarantulas protect jewely stores at night. Burgiars are scared just by
the look of them.,

L Spiders are a sign of good luck in some countries.

L Of 30,000 spiders, only a dozen are dangerous,

Nick was delighied to have this additional information. No topic intrigued
him more than these eight-legged creatures. For someone who knew little
about spiders, the ratio of poisonous to harmiess might not be so important

read the text and code information he thought was important with x, She
suggested that information that surprised him might be important, The
Tesponse on several of his sticky notes included surprising informatiory:

* Octopuses are the one of the shyest sea creatures.

* Octopuses do not grab swimmers and suck them in with their arms,

* Most of their bodies are the size of a grown man’s fist and none are
bigger than a football,

Nick’s reading exploded octopus myths right and left, He knew so little
about them that this new information was very important to him, In The

what was important in the text was related primarily to his background
knowledge and interest in the topic.

Finding important (nformation Rather Than Just
One Main (dea

Understanding that there are often several important ideas in a piece of text
rather than a single main idea

A piece of like kind text for each student
Three sticky notes, each one coded % to mark three important ideas in the text

1

When we are trying to wean kids from the one and only main idea mental-
ity, we give them three sticky notes and ask them to draw a big asterisk on
each one. Sound a little hokey? We thought so, too, until we saw how well it
worked, particularly when students are reading the same text.

ferent points in the text that they deem important. We model this, too, and
when we come back together to discuss the reading, each child and the
teacher shares what he or she has determined to be important in the text.
Naturally, we aren’t all in agreement, and that is the point. We ask kids to

et
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defend their stance and explain the thinking behind their decision. This con-
tributes to our students’ capacity to speak out about what they think, and it
reminds them that text includes many important concepts and issues, not
just a single main idea.

Reading foy Answeys to Speciﬁc Quiestions

Reading to find specific information
Exploring the Titanic, by Robert Baltard

Class discussion, circling key words, underlining and writing in the margins on a
page of text ;

Long before the blockbuster movie, people were transfixed by the sinking of
the Titanic. The question that continues to plague all of us is how this could
have happened. Why did the Titanic sink? One of the primary purposes for
reading nonfiction is to answer specific questions. Robert Ballard's Exploring
the Titanic gives one of the most in-depth and engaging accounts of the
ship's fateful voyage of any book we know. It's a great book for reading
aloud, full of suspense and interesting details that build knowledge about
the plight of this great vessel.

As Steph read the book to a class of seventh graders, they couldn’t stop
asking why it sank. They learned in the first two chapters that the ship was
sturdily built and that the captain had thirty-eight years of experience at sea.
So they were even more perplexed about the ship’s demise than before.

These seventh graders set out to read Chapter 3, “That Fateful Night,”
with the specific intent of discovering information that might lead them to
understand what went WIong. They each had a copy of the text attached to
their clipboards. “As we read, let’s think about whether there are any clues as
to why this happened. We will underline those places in the text that give us
important information about our question. We can circle key words that heip
us understand and write our thinking in the margins,” Steph suggested.

»Who wants to read?” Steph asked. Jennifer came forward. “As Jennifer
reads the first few paragraphs, Jisten for some possible clues to answer out
question and then share any information that might help us answer it”
William spoke up as soon as Jennifer read the sentence, #It's another iceberg
warning.”

~How many warnings did they have?” William asked. “How many did
they need? Why didn’t they pay attention?” We coded the text and recorded
Wwilliam's questions. ‘

#] circled wearily,” Jill added. “It sounds as if these guys Were tired and 1
underlined where it said that they had been working for hours sending per-
sonal messages.”

“Wearily is a key word for you, Jill. It made you think about how tired

they were, one more possible piece in the puzzle,” Steph commented. AD
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so the conversation went, with kids discussing the clues and Steph under-
lining phrases, circling key words, and coding the inargins with their
responses (see Figure 9.6). When they reached the end of the page, the kids
continued reading in pairs, searching for specific clues that addressed their
basic question and underlining and circling important points in the text.

By the time these kids finished the chapter, they had a pretty good idea
as to why the Titanic sank. They determined that exhaustion and a general
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lack of concern about serious issues led to this grave tragedy. This noncha-
jance scemed to stem from the belief of everyone involved that this ship was
unsinkable. These students identified important signals in the text. When
they finished reading, they were no longer completely in the dark about
why this had happened. Their close reading of the text enhanced their
understanding and led to new insight.

Sifting the Topic from the Details

Discriminating between key topics and supporting details
“Howling Again,” an article from Wild Outdoor World

Two-column note form headed Topic/Details; three-column note form headed
Topic/Details/Response

Mary Urtz generally uses a young adult magazine to introduce two-column
note-taking to her fourth-grade class. We have found the Topic/Details note
form to be particularly effective at helping students organize their thinking
as they read for information. The most difficult part of this form is figuring
out the primary topics. Mary infroduces this two-column note-taking with
nonfiction text that is structured around sections with separate headings.
She explains that the headings represent the topics and that the text is full of
details that give information about the topic. Much nonfiction text is struc-
tured this way.

To introduce two-colwmn note-taking, Mary found an article in Wild
Outdoor World, “Howling Again.” This article was structured around a series
of six headings followed by two or three paragraphs of details under each
heading. The headings were

Fifi, Is That You?

They Run in Packs

They Have Babysitters

They Howl to Communicate '
They Use Body Language

They Stay Out All Winter

Mary began by reading the first section. “Fifi, Is That You?” didn’t pro-
vide much in the way of clues for a topic. The first few sentences read,
#Wolves belong to the canine family. All dogs are descended from wolves:
That means that your pet poodle, basset hound, retriever, or mutt developed
from wolves.” The section went on to discuss canine behavior and somé
basic wolf information. Mary mentioned that when you can’t infer the topic
from the heading, you should take a look at the first sentence or two to help
ascertain what the section is primarily about. She decided that her first topic
could be “Dog Family.” As she wrote that on an overhead transparency, kids
wrote it in their Wonder Books on a page headed Topic/Details.
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Figure 9.8 Rebecca’s Response in the Added Third Column of a Topic/Details Form

more challenging material after students have had practice with more acces-
sible material. This reflects our ongoing comuhitment to the gradual release
of responsibility approach to instruction. Eventually, students use the two-
column Topic/Details note form independently.

Adding a Third Column for Personal Response

As her students gain facility with two-column note-taking, Mary introduces
a third column for personal response. Her kids let her know that the
Topic/Details form was effective for listing essential information but lacked @
place for their responses. A third column for response allows kids to interact
with text personally and ensures that they have a place to record their
thoughts, feelings, and questions. Since it is impractical to place three

columns on one page of notebook paper, Mary’s students divide one pageof
their Wonder Books into two-columns headed Topic and Details, and use the.
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entire opposite page as a third column for Response. We have found that the
more space we allow for responding in writing, the longer and more in-
depth the responses are likely to be. Rebecca listed the following topics and
details for her research on Spain on the first page:

Topic
Employment

Education

Art

Details

Work hours—9 AM.~1 M, and 3 PM~6 PM. ;
Go home for lunch .
Spanish sometimes eat dinner at 10:30 p.um. :

In 1900, sixty out of one hundred people could
not read.

1987—O0nly 3% could not read.
1st—Pre-Primary

2nd—Primary

3rd—Secondary

4th—Bachillerato (optional)

Great tradition in art, architecture, and music

Clearly, Rebecca was much impressed by the late dining hour favored
by Spaniards because she started her third-column response on this theme

(see Figure 9.8).

Reading Opposing Perspectives to Forw an Opinion

Reading persuasive material carefully to make an informed judgment
“Should Cities Sue Gunmakers?,” an article from Junior Scholastic

Group discussion; a three-column note form headed Evidence For/Evidence
Against/Personal Opinion

Junior Scholastic magazine includes a regular feature called “News Debate,”
which presents an issue in the news and gives two opposing perspectives
(see, for example, Figure 9.9). Junior Scholastic is one ‘of our favorite maga-
zines. We remember it fondly from when it floated around our own junior
high classrooms, and it has only improved with age. It covers a spechrum of

issues and does not steer clear of controversy.
Helen Wickham, an eighth-grade teacher in Atlanta, explained to her
social studies class that essays and editorials are written to promote a cer-

tain perspective and persuade the reader of that view: “It is the job of read-
ers to read carefully and weigh the evidence to make a thoughtful decision
regarding their own opinion,” She provided her students with a three-column
note form headed Evidence For/Evidence Against/Personal Opinion.She passed
out the magazine to each class member and asked the kids to read the piece
silently and record their thinking about the issue. Helen read along with the
students silently and completed the task, also.
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Should
Uunim

ew Orleans is suing
gun manufacturers.
Mayor Marc Moriat

wants them to pay for police
and health-care costs result-
ing from gun violence. The
city’s lawsuit claims that
gunmakers manufacture
“unreasonably dangerous™
guns that lack effective
safety devices.

Although gun sales are
banned in Chicago, gun
violence remains a big
problem. The city has filed
a $433 million tawsuit
accusing the gun industry of
“negligent marketing” The
lawsuit argues that gunmak-
ers deliberately flood nearby
suburbs with more guns than

(ities Sue

akers?

—

law-abiding citizens can buy.

The guns end up in the hands

of Chicago's criminals.
A similar lawsuit, known

as the “Hamilton Case,” has

been filed in Brooklyn,

New York. The suit claims

that gun manufacturers

“negligently market” too

many guns 1o states that have

weak gun-controf laws, Gun

traffickers then sell the guns

in states that have strong

gun-control laws, such as regulate itself.

New York and Massachusetts. What do you think?
Other cities planning tosue  Should gun manufacturers be

the gun industry are closely held tegally and financially

walching the Hamilton Case. responsible for gun violence

They hope the threat of in cities? Read both
expensive fawsuits will force  arguments below, then
the gun industey to better decide.

L

Figure 9.9 “News Debate” Article from funior Scholastic

When they had finished reading, the students had a lively discussion,
which bordered on a raucous debate, Callie’s form shows the factual infor-
mation she acquired as well as her personal opinior:

Evide

Toba.

su
No s:
33,060
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Evidence For Evidence Against Personal Opinion
Tobacco companies can be Liquor companies can’t. Guns kil way too many
sued. people. Guns should
No safety devices on guns. The best safety device is the have safety locks and
33,000 people dead in a year, person using the gun. checks, but I'm not sure
The public doesn’t agree we should sue the gun
with suing gun manufac- companies. There are too
turers; 6612% against, many lawsuits already,
Hot coffee and all that
stuff. But if suing would
make a difference in peo-
ple dying, maybe we
should do it.

This form and the ensuing discussion helped kids sort out their thinkin
and informed their Opinions. Some wrote more in the Personal Opinion col-
umn after participating in the discussion. Much of the short text adults
encounter is written with a slant Readers must be trained to recognize per-
Suasive writing and exercise Judgment as they read it Elementary school is
not too soon to start,

Reasoning Through a Piece of Historical Fiction o
Determine the Essence
Purpose: Using questioning and inferring to determine the essence of the text
Resource:  Bulf Run, by Paui Fleischman
Response:  Conversation between five members of a book ciub reading this book to learn

more about the Civil War

As a history major in college, Anne had to learn how to read historical
sources and documents. This was a big switch from high school, when his-
tory appeared only in a textbook. Now Anne realizes the importance of
teaching younger students to learn to read history in many different genres,

for instance, historical fiction, Unlike fiction about topics close to students’

encountered in summary form in a history textbook.
When students read historical fiction, they gain practice reading like
historians, constructing interpretations based on the words and ideas in the
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text. More challenging historical fiction requires students to proceed slowly
and carefully, taking time to reason through new ideas and information.

In one seventh-grade class, students were studying the Civil War by
reading Paul Fleischman’s Bull Runt in small groups. Questioning and infer-
ring were the strategies of choice for determining the important ideas and
issties in the text. Anne designed several lessons to provide students with
practice in thinking ghrough the text together. In this way, they built their
collective knowledge about the time period. Through conversation and sort-
ing and sifting the details, they came to an understanding of the important
ideas in the text.

Budl Run, a fictionalized account of the first battle of the Civil War, intro-
duces students to ordinary people, all of whom have a clear connection to
this moment in history. The vignettes explore how war profoundly affects
these individuals. Fleischman's characters include a doctor, a woman slave
who has gone to war with her Confederate officer master, and a twelve-
year-old Southern boy “desperate to kill a Yankee.”

Fach character tells his or her story through a first-person narrative that
draws students to ask questions, such as Who was this person? How was he
or she connected to this battle and this war? What was he or she doing,
thinking, and feeling about it all? Figuring out each person’s perspective
and connection to the battle encouraged several levels of questioning and
thoughtful discussion. This excerpt from a discussion captures how sftu-
dents pieced together the story of Carlotta King, a young slave who was
forced to journey to Virginia with her Confederate soldier master. Carlotta’s

words are represented in jtalics.

Anne: Right now, let’s read Carlotta King's first-person narrative. Think
about who she was, where she was, what was happening to her and
why. Let’s read the first few sentences and jot down any questions we
have. It's not really clear what's happening to het, so we have to draw
inferences from her words.

I come up from Mississippi with the master. He was a lieutenant or some such
thing. 1 eard him bragging to another man that he had five thousand acres and
loads of slaves, whicl was a bare-headed lie. And that his slaves would sooter
die than run off and leave hini, which was a bigger lie yet. Lots of the soldiers
brought their slaves with ‘ent. We washed and cooked and nended same as back
home. Except we wereit't back home.

Carla: What?! Why did the officers bring their staves to war with them?

Lynda: She said they cooked and did the laundry just like on the plantation,
but it doesn’t sound like she liked her master.

John: So she was in the North now, or close to the North? 5o they were at
Bull Run or not yet?

Anne: Remember, Bull Run was a stream in northern Virginia, where the
Union and Confederate troops first met on the battlefield.
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The Union wen weren't more than a few hills away. I'd look at them hills. They
did call to me powerful. I was a young woman and fast as a fox. I knew I'd
surely never get another chance and made up my inind and picked the night I'd
§0. My heart beat hard all that day. I didn't tell nobody.

Mike: It sounds like she’s going to try to escape.

Anne: Which words made you think that?

Mike: She said, “Them hills, they did call to me powerful” and she also said
she could run fast with the words, “I was a young woman and fast as a
fox.”

Amber: Won't that be dangerous if there’s fighting? Won't somebody notice
her?

Lynda; But she says it's her only chance.

Then at supper another slave told how those that crossed over were handed back

to their owners by the Yankees! My bowl slipped right out of my hands, 1
thougltt the Yankees had come fo save us.

Anne: What does it mean... “those that crossed over were handed back to
their owners by the Yankees”?

John: So they return slaves who escape. Couldn’t she have used the
Underground Railroad and gotten away?

Carla: T bet not every Yankee did that; maybe some of them helped the
slaves.

Mike: Remember in the Aunt Harriet book [Ringgold 1992] there were those
people—the bounty hunters—who would try to spy on runaway slaves
and catch them and return them?

Lynda: And at the end it said something about a law which made people in
the north do that.

Anne: Do you mean the Fugitive Slave Act?

John: Well, maybe that's why they have to return the slaves that escape,
maybe that's why northerners couldn’t just help them escape.

Carla: Or that’s why they have to go all the way to Canada to be free,

Amber: S0 why didn't they just hide until the battle was over?

Mike: I wonder if shell try to escape at all, she might have just given up.

Anne: So what do you. think happened to her? What do you think she
decided to do?

Lynda: I think she might have escaped, at least for a while, but I wonder if
she ever made it to freedom,

As it turns out, Carlotta did try to escape during the heat of the Battle of
Bull Run, but Fleischman left us hanging with Carlotta’s last words: “If
Union soldiers sent slaves back, I'd just have to keep clear of ‘em. When I
came to Bull Run, I just waded across and kept movin’ North.”

In order to understand the dilemma Carlotta faced at Bull Run, the stu-
dents needed background knowledge about many aspects of the Civil War,
such as the Fugitive Slave Act and the Underground Railroad. Reasoning
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through the text meant that students built a clear understanding of historical
issues and events as seen through the eyes of one person.

Reading for Details

Throughout this chapter we emphasize reading to answer questions and
reading for important information. We tend to downplay reading for details,
perhaps because we spent so miuch time doing it in school ourselves. But
authentic reading experiences remind us that there are many reasons fo
read, often for the big ideas and sometimes for the details. Just recently,
Steph read in the New York Times that more and more bright young people
were choosing teaching as a career. Well aware of a predicted future teacher
shortage, she was thrilled to see an increase in education majors at colleges
across the country. When she mentioned this to her husband, his immediate
question was, “How much of an increase?” She couldn’t remember. She had
skimmed the statistic and ignored it.

Tt would be nice to know,” he commented. “To determine how signifi-
cant it really is.”

And he was right, of course. Once again, we see the value in all kinds of
reading. Reading is about purpose, and there is a time and place for every
type of reading, reading for details as well as reading for the big picture. And
often it's the details that we piece together to arrive at the bigger picture.

The next chapter focuses on that most complex of strategies, synthesiz-
ing information. When readers synthesize, they read for the gist of a piece
and apply a variety of strategies that nudge their thinking. They notice how
the details fit together to form a whole. Choosing important information
and sifting essential ideas from text moves readers further down the path to
insight. Synthesizing is the final step in this evolution of thought.

How Tt




