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Our vision of content area literacy
(Calfee, Miller, Thomas & White-Smith, 2005)

There is a growing awareness that the current focus on 
beginning reading is insufficient to sustain long-term student 
achievement, in school and beyond.  Teachers and students need a
wider and more powerful understanding of language and literacy as 
fundamental tools for thinking and learning.

Language and literacy are embedded in the construction of 
content area knowledge.  Without content, literacy – the two-way 
communication of an idea or construct – cannot be achieved.  
Language and literacy provide tools that enable us to make sense of 
and communicate our ideas, concepts, and bodies of information. 
These tools allow us to transform inert content facts into dynamic 
understandings and concepts.

Acquiring this level of literacy requires the engagement of 
teachers and students in parallel developmental activities.  As co-
constructors of knowledge, together they become confident, 
independent, reflective, informed, engaged, and collaborative 
learners.  Sustained learning can only be achieved with deliberate 
attention to the motivation level of both teacher and student.
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Backwards Planning
In planning backwards, a school pauses from the daily routine to
create a vision of its graduates performing as the school hoped 
they would by graduation.  Then, the school takes stock of its 
efforts to fulfill this vision and reorients its systems as 
necessary.  From a vision of all its graduates using their minds
well, the school plans backwards to these graduates’ first days 
in school assessing the efficacy of structures, curricula, 
communications, the tempo and tone of school days, methods of 
teaching and learning, and more – all by the light of the vision.

(From “Steps in Planning Backwards:  Early Lessons From The Schools” by 
Joseph P. McDonald, Coalition of Essential Schools, February, 1992)
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Balancing the Scales

Traditional View:
CONTENT FOR LITERACY
Literacy as basic skill
Emphasis on assessment
“How to write a lesson plan”
Static plan for instruction and 
assessment (Pacing Chart)

Our View:
LITERACY FOR CONTENT
Literacy as essential partner
Emphasis on learning
How to develop teacher 
capacity
Dynamic Planning & 
Reiterative Instruction

VS.
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Re-examining content area literacy 
practice

Current view of subjects and approach: linear model

Literacy Literacy Achievement 
Social Studies Social Studies Achievement
Science Science Achievement
Mathematics Math Achievement

The content areas are seen as separate and distinct 
paths to different outcomes.
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Proposed synergistic model

Fundamental 
Literacy 
Development

Plus
Disciplinary
Content

Singular focus that yields synergistic outcomes

Reading
Writing
Social Studies
Science
Mathematics

Emphasizing literacy as a tool for thought and 
achievement in all domains
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Theoretical Basis for
Bridging the Divide

Schema Theory

Reading-Writing 
Connections
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Looking through a new lens:

From comprehension to composition--using writing to 
measure both reading comprehension and writing 
ability simultaneously/conjointly.

Basis for this approach lies within schema theory and 
reading-writing connections.

The role of reading comprehension must be 
addressed in the design and analysis of any writing 
assessment.



All materials copyright Read-Write 
Cycle Project, 2006

Why schema theory?

• Schemata serve as the templates for the 
comprehender to organize new information, 
written or oral.

• Schema theory applies not only to the 
assimilation of new ideas or meanings, but also 
to structures found in text, graphics, and 
representations.

• The assessment process itself also has its own 
schema, as does instruction.
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The Reading-Writing Connection:
What We Know

• Reading and writing share cognitive processes.
• Students who write prior to reading read more 

critically.
• Writing coupled with reading prompts more 

thoughtful consideration of ideas than writing 
alone, reading alone, or either writing or reading in 
combination with questions.  

• Writing activities contribute to better learning than 
reading without some form of writing, especially if 
the material is less familiar to the student.
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How can reading and writing activities be 
systematically linked and used to 
simultaneously measure reading 

comprehension & writing achievement?

The Read-Write Cycle
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Keys to Success

Identify educational strategies that are
Efficient - time and cost
Effective - high-level outcomes for all 

students
Adaptable - for age and ability
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The Read-Write Cycle

(Miller & Calfee, 2004)
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The Read-Write Cycle incorporates the 
following:

Connection to prior knowledge
Organization of ideas both before and after reading
Graphic organizers matched to reading/writing task
Vocabulary building strategies to accompany reading
Specific prompt structure
Making writing a structured process
Metacognitive reflection throughout model
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The Read-Write Cycle Project

Conducted by UC 
Riverside and Chapman 
University in conjunction 
with the Orange Unified 

School District

Funded by U.S 
Department of Education
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RWC Project Goals

• To simultaneously improve students’ reading 
comprehension, expository writing skills, and
content area knowledge.

• To enhance students’ ability to search out and 
select information from text sources, 

• To analyze the information using rhetorical 
structures, and,

• To transform and synthesize the information 
into high quality expository writing.
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Assumptions

• The integration of reading and writing  instruction is 
key to improving students’ reading comprehension 
and writing skills.

• All students, but particularly students who struggle 
with writing, benefit from explicit instructions in 
cognitive and socio-cognitive strategies to reading, 
writing, and problem solving.

• Writing coherently and insightfully requires 
competence in the subject matter to be written about. 
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RWC Project Instructional 
Components:  Main Ideas

Teacher-developed units of instruction that 
integrate content with literacy.
Teachers use the Read-Write Cycle to plan 
cyclical – not linear – instruction. 
Extensive, ongoing professional 
development.
Conforms to CA State Standards.
Uses a variety of instructional materials 
beyond the adopted textbook.
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The RWC schools:

10 schools within one urban-suburban district
4 of the schools received Title 1 funds in 2004-2005 

– (3 school-wide; 1 targeted assistance program)
7 3rd grade classrooms; 8 4th grade classrooms; 6 5th grade 
classrooms; 5 6th grade classrooms; 1 grades 4-5-6 combo 
classroom
3 schools did not meet federal AYP in 2005; 2 schools were enrolled 
in federal Program Improvement (Year 2 and Year 3)
API’s range from 628 to 878 [CA mean = 709]
English Language Arts CST scores range from 309 to 379 [CA 
mean = 336]
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The RWC students and their 
teachers:

STUDENTS:
42% Hispanic, 40% 
Anglo, 10% Asian, 2% 
African-American 
district-wide
34% low SES; 22% LEP; 
an additional 20% Fluent 
EP (former LEP students 
not yet exited from ELD 
program)
Third, fourth, fifth & sixth 
graders

TEACHERS: 
Range from 2 to 25+ 
years of  experience 
50% have Master’s 
degrees
25 female; 2 male
Exhibit varying levels of 
receptiveness to 
integrated content area 
reading instruction
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• Must be based on a selected text (reading 
sample)

• The text must be constructed to capitalize on 
existing schema

• The text and prompt must reflect a clear 
conceptual framework

• The prompt must be explicit, reference students’ 
schema of writing experience, and must provide 
for an expression of reading comprehension.

The Read-Write Assessment:
Essential Components
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Read-Write Cycle: Prompt Structure

• Starts with a focus statement
• Provides labeled space for pre-writing 

organization
• Tells who the audience is
• Clearly tells type of writing to be composed
• Uses explicit language to explain the purpose of 

the writing (write to explain, to convince, etc.) 
• Reminds students where supporting details

should come from (text, text and experience)
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Participant teacher interviews
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Questions



For more information
Visit the Read-Write Cycle Project Website at

www.readwritecycle.org

Complete contact information for all presenters 
appears on the website.  Additionally, our project 

office is located at
Chapman University

Read-Write Cycle Project
C/o Roxanne Miller
School of Education
One University Drive
Orange, CA 92866

(714) 628-2628

http://www.readwritecycle.org/
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