
  Preface 

 This book is designed to support new and master teachers as they develop 
outstanding English language arts curriculum and instruction. Our 
approach is to draw on meaningful models of teaching and learning—
and the best theory and research in our profession—so that secondary 
English teachers can foster the success of all students as they address the 
challenges and possibilities of the 21st Century. In so doing, we will 
show how English language arts teachers can meet and exceed the 
Common Core State Standards that have been adopted by 44 states. 

 These Common Core State Standards represent the latest develop-
ment in the standards movement that began in the 1980s in an attempt 
to hold high expectations for all students. During the past decade the 
uses of high stakes reading and writing testing mandated by No Child 
Left Behind and Race to the Top legislation has led to concerns about 
how standards and testing have actually limited the focus of English 
language arts instruction rather than raising expectations in meaningful 
ways. 

 This book takes a different approach to this often top-down standard-
based curriculum and instruction approach. In writing this book, we 
strongly believe that having high standards is not the same thing as 
standardization—that assembly-line teaching that ignores the knowl-
edge, interests, and passions of students and teachers will lower, rather 
than raise, expectations. We therefore believe that you need to have to 
consider autonomy in implementing the Common Core State Standards 
according to your students’ own unique needs, knowledge, interests, and 
cultural contexts. 

 The framers of the Common Core State Standards recognize the 
importance of teachers and the necessity to meet the needs of diverse 
student populations. Thus the standards do not mandate curriculum or 
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viii PREFACE

require specific works that “must be taught.” The standards do not 
explicitly favor one instructional approach or theory over another. This 
means that it will be your responsibility to develop relevant curriculum 
and engaging instruction through translating the Common Core State 
Standards into practice. This book will provide you with theories and 
ideas to accomplish that goal. 

 How you implement the CCSS will depend on the instructional 
approach you adopt. In teaching students in the 21st Century, we believe 
that it is important that you go beyond traditional approaches to teaching 
English language arts based in the study of specific forms, narrow skills, 
and received knowledge. Instead, in this book we make the case for a 
literacy practice model for teaching language arts. This model empha-
sizes learning English language arts as a social and a generative activity. 
We know that students are most likely to be engaged when they have the 
responsibility to frame events, construct identities, collaborate with 
others, synthesize and create texts, and use 21st-Century tools in 
complex, multimodal ways. 

 The Common Core State Standards aim to create not only skilled 
and capable students and workers, but also citizens in a democratic 
society. Toward that end, English language arts students need to learn to 
critically engage with the limitations of status quo activities or institu-
tions, and participate in reimagining and reshaping these activities or 
institutions. Rather than focus simply on critical analysis, we believe 
students also need to be critically engaged with the issues or problems 
associated with certain activities or institutions. 

 Students also need to be engaged with an issue or problem to acquire 
other literacy practices of framing events, constructing identities, collab-
orating with others, synthesizing and creating texts, and creating multi-
modal texts. They are more likely to learn these literacy practices when 
they are socially participating in “passionate affinity spaces” constituted 
by people who “organize themselves in the real world and/or via the 
Internet (or a virtual world) to learn something connected to a shared 
endeavor, interest, or passion” (Gee & Hayes, 2011, p. 69). Driven by 
their common interests or passions, people collaboratively share and 
construct new knowledge as well as assume and socialize others to adopt 
certain identities and levels of expertise (pp. 69–71). 

 As an English teacher, your job is to create these “passionate affinity 
spaces” that serve to engage students in using literacy practices necessary 
for their future success. We use the word “exceed” in our title to refer to 
the fact that creating these spaces involves more than having students 
jump through the hoops of identifying or producing formal elements of 
texts. Students are more likely to exceed through participation 
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in face-to-face and virtual social spaces with authentic purposes and 
audiences that engage students in meaningful work. In this book, we 
provide a planning framework for devising these spaces, as well as multiple 
illustrative examples of teachers developing literacy practices teaching. 

 To exceed the Common Core State reading and literature standards, 
we describe how teachers foster critical response to texts through sharing 
responses in face-to-face and online discussions to which they bring their 
knowledge and experiences to texts. To exceed the writing standards, we 
describe how teachers engage students in argumentative, explanatory, 
and informative writing through addressing issues of concern to students 
for authentic purposes and audiences. To exceed the speaking/listening 
standards, we describe how teachers can help students develop purpose, 
voice, and agency. To exceed the language standards, we discuss how 
teachers have students investigate their uses of multiple variations of 
English and other languages to construct identities, engage in social 
interaction, and gain access to particular institutions. And, because 
students live in a digital world, we discuss the need to address digital/
media standards that are given little attention in the Common Core State 
Standards. 

 Good teachers are constantly assessing student understanding and 
modifying curriculum and instruction to ensure success. This book 
provides methods for assessing students’ work that go beyond traditional 
testing to capture growth in students’ development in their uses of 
literacy practices. 

 Good teachers are also dedicated to their continued professional 
development and growth. Throughout this book and the on line resources 
associated with it, we provide ways to ref lect on what you are learning. 
And, through the use of virtual cases, you can engage in discussions with 
your peers about how to address challenges facing English language arts 
teachers as well as ways to grow your teaching and access the best English 
language arts teaching resources. 

  STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK: 
CHAPTER SUMMARIES 

 This book is divided into three sections. The first section, Chapters 1–4, 
provides an overview implementing the Common Core State Standards, 
English language arts curriculum models and theories, the literacy prac-
tices approach, and ways to plan instruction. 

 In Chapter 1, we discuss the development of the Common Core 
State Standards in English language arts and the effort that 
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these standards make to address some of the limitations of previous state 
standards. Within this discussion we also outline some of the limitations 
of the Common Core, particularly their formalist/genre-based orienta-
tion. In Chapter 2, we discuss a series of different curriculum models for 
teaching English language arts, including those based on teaching skills, 
cultural content, forms/genres, processes/strategies, and literacy prac-
tices. We outline these models with the goal of helping you define your 
own beliefs about the viability of these different models. 

 In Chapter 3, we describe a literacy practice/critical engagement 
model in more detail, with examples of how this model can be imple-
mented in classrooms. In Chapter 4, we discuss specific strategies for 
planning activities based on a literacy practices, critical engagement 
framework. 

 The second section, Chapters 5–11, focuses on methods for addressing 
the standards for reading, writing, digital/media, speaking/listening, 
and language, the major categories of the Common Core Standards. In 
Chapter 5, we discuss implementing the standards for teaching reading. 
In Chapter 6, we describe ways of interpreting different literary genres. 
In Chapter 7, we describe strategies for teaching critical engagement 
through responding to literature. In Chapter 8, we describe activities for 
addressing the standards for teaching writing. In Chapter 9, noting some 
lack of attention to media/digital literacies in the standards, we describe 
teaching media/digital literacies. In Chapter 10, we discuss ways of 
addressing the speaking/listening standards through fostering oral 
communication/discussions. In Chapter 11, we describe ways to imple-
ment the language standards. 

 The final section, Chapters 12 and 13, addresses ways to assess 
student work and professional development. In Chapter 12, we discuss 
evaluating and responding to student work through descriptive feedback 
and portfolio assessment. And, in our concluding chapter, we discuss 
ways for you to ref lect on your teaching through conducting action 
research, as well as resources for you to continue your professional 
development.   
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  Pedagogical Features 

  ACTIVITIES 

 Highlighted activities in each chapter are designed to foster further 
discussion of the chapter topics. These activities can be completed during 
class or through online discussions outside of class.  

  CASE STUDIES: THE  TEACHING TO EXCEED 
VIRTUAL SCHOOL  

 Each chapter includes a case study linked to the  Teaching to Exceed 
Virtual School.  As an experiment in immersive learning, we have devel-
oped the  Teaching to Exceed Virtual School  that includes an intriguing series 
of case studies based on the teachers and approaches described in each 
chapter. The Virtual School is found at  LiteraryWorlds.org , a simple, 
non-profit, education virtual world site specifically created to support 
secondary and college English teaching. In addition to the resources for 
our book, Literary Worlds contains a number of virtual worlds for 
frequently taught literary texts—material that you may want to use in 
your own teaching. Each of these literary worlds contains different 
rooms or spaces in which users interact with characters or challenges, 
interactions that are recorded in a chat box on the left side of your screen. 

 If this virtual case-studies approach is unfamiliar to you, know that 
it has been designed to be user-friendly and allow you to easily engage 
in collaborative problem-solving with other teachers or aspiring teachers 
as you examine and respond thoughtfully to real world English language 
arts teaching responsibilities. Many of the virtual cases developed for this 
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book are based on actual teachers’ work, so they are relatively authentic. 
The time you spend on these case studies will be well spent, allowing 
you to thoughtfully and collaboratively address challenges faced by class-
room teachers. In the  Teaching to Exceed Virtual School , you will find a list 
of the different book chapters and one case study for each chapter 
(Chapter 10 has two case studies). Each of these case studies addresses a 
particular issue discussed in each chapter having to do with challenges in 
teaching the topics in that chapter—summaries of each case study are 
included in the chapters. All include images, and many include video and 
sound. The technology is user-friendly, and in a short period of time you 
will master it. 

 The Virtual School provides the greatest learning when you join 
with several peers or colleagues and all of you experience the school’s 
activities together, sharing ideas and responses. Set a time when two to 
four others can join you in logging into the school through the 
LiteraryWorlds.org Portal. At the Portal, each of you uses “student” as 
your User ID. Leave the Password blank. You are then requested to type 
“start.” Follow the prompts to enter your name and email, and the email 
of your instructor, if that is relevant. A transcript of everything you and 
your colleagues say will be sent to you, and copied to the email you enter 
for your teacher. This transcript may be useful for writing papers or as 
instructor material for further discussion, perhaps in face-to-face class-
room discussions. Given the complexities of these virtual cases, there are 
no “right answers.” Once you enter through the Portal, you will see that 
a character with your name, and the name of each of your colleagues, 
now appears in the Literary Worlds Welcome Center. 

 You and your colleagues should meet in the  Teaching to Exceed Virtual 
School . Once in the school, you enter different “Hallways,” each of them 
a case study for a different chapter. The hallways connect to classrooms, 
and so on—each space designed for extensive discussion before moving to 
the next. (The “Look” button refreshes the view.) The “Hallway” 
provides context for the case based on the school and classroom environ-
ment. You and your colleagues engage in a discussion by responding to 
prompts. Toggle the “say” switch and “talk” by typing in the box on the 
lower left, and a transcript of your conversation scrolls on the upper left 
side of the screen. When you finish your discussion, your group should 
next go to a “Classroom” to further explore and discuss the case. Finally, 
you will head to a third room (and sometimes fourth room), in which you 
continue to address the questions related to a certain case, questions that 
practicing teachers are continually faced with in their day-to-day work. 

 At the time this manuscript goes to press, we are considering creating 
some pre-formatted identities that might be interesting to experiment 
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with in role plays in the Virtual School. Stay tuned to latest develop-
ments by examining “Instructions” that you find in the  Teaching to Exceed 
Virtual School . If you need further assistance in using the site, click on the 
“Help” button at the top of the page.  

  COMPANION WEBSITE 

 This book is its companion website (http://englishccss.pbworks.com), 
which contains further information and resources. This website includes 
links, examples of units/activities, and further reading for each chapter 
of the book, as well as information and resources for each of the four 
basic Common Core State Standards categories and each of the types of 
literacy practices. We include references to links throughout this book 
with the “@ = link topic.” When you spot the “@ = link topic,” you can 
go to the relevant chapter on the website, and then to “links,” to locate 
information and resources specific to that topic.   
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