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S

tudents travel down the hall, enter the classroom, and seat themselves among bookcases containing myriad genres, styles, and
subjects. Abigail Turley begins class with,
“I have books to tell you about.” She describes three
books, two of which are new to her and the class.
Light Filters In: Poems by Caroline Kaufman is a collection of Instagram poems; Parkland Speaks is a collaboration by students who survived the shooting at
Marjory Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida,
in February 2018 (Lerner); the third is a novel she
recently read.
“The Astonishing Color of After by Emily X. R.
Pan,” she tells the students, “is a novel about a Taiwanese girl who lost her mother to suicide.”
This process takes four minutes.
She places the books on the whiteboard ledge
and informs the students that they are available to
borrow from the classroom library. She then invites
the students to read independently for ten minutes.
In fourteen minutes, Mrs. Turley has privileged
two significant customs in the class she co-teaches
with Caitlin McFadden: book talks and independent
reading. These are not new practices in the field of
English language arts education, but as standardized
testing culture continues to lord over teachers and
students, acceptance of these practices is hard-won
among teachers and administrators who do not recognize their efficacy in the classroom.
These teachers have chosen to prioritize independent reading because it is best for students (Gallagher
and Allington 73–74). They believe that the way to

The decision to prioritize
independent reading
challenged a group of
teachers in Pennsylvania
to develop high-impact
instructional strategies.

prepare students to tackle complex texts as lifelong
readers and as test takers is to explicitly develop a culture of reading in the classroom. Berit Gordon tells
us that “[w]hat [English teachers] need to be able to
do is tune into ourselves as readers and share what we
notice, question, and do as we read” (74). A tuned-in
teacher can encourage students to engage with books
of their choice—to continue to foster their own reading identities by selecting the texts that they read.
Only after students understand how to engage with
texts and employ their reading identity can they begin
the work required of them to be successful when taking state-mandated standardized tests.

In this article I (Richard) share four distinct strategies that foster reading identities and help students
and teachers navigate the testing culture in which
they learn: (1) selecting “just right” books; (2) learning to “abandon” books when appropriate; (3) using
“Book Bingo” to increase the range of texts students
read; and (4) pairing whole-class readings with independent reading choices. Drawing specifically from
the work of six teachers from three high schools in the
West Chester Area School District in Southeastern
Pennsylvania where I serve as the English language
arts supervisor, I describe techniques that foreground
student choice and independent reading while balancing the necessity of teaching whole-class novels
and prompted writing assignments (Roberts 7).
Each of the teachers featured here prepares
unique independent reading and writing experiences
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for students, many of whom are often disengaged
from their education. By placing inspiring, gut-
wrenching books in the hands of students who have
come to believe that reading adds little value to their
lives (Iyengar and Ball 23), the teachers work to
address gaps in basic reading skills and bolster writing skills, so that students can experience success with
both personal reading and writing and test-genre
reading and writing. There are “literally hundreds of
correlational studies that find that good readers read
the most and poor readers read the least” (Gambrell
et al. 146). Providing time for reading and writing
in class builds a bridge toward creating good readers and lifelong learners (Gallagher and Allington
74). The structure and culture of their classrooms
illustrates their response to students’ disengagement
from reading, as cited over the past several years in
numerous documents (Iyengar and Ball). The four
strategies I offer provide a framework through which
student difficulties with reading and writing might
be addressed.
I bear witness to the efforts of the teachers featured here to embrace the power of independent
choice reading in the face of standardized testing. As
their supervisor, I communicated with the teachers
through classroom visits, observations, email communications, and face-to-face meetings. Throughout
this article, descriptions of classroom experiences are
drawn from these different communications.

interests?” While she initially works with the students as a whole group, she gradually releases them
to answer the questions (and come up with their
own) throughout the first few months of school. Her
goal is to ensure students can successfully select just
right books on their own, while continually providing necessary guidance. Further questions Mrs. Marion asks students to consider when selecting “just
right” texts include, “Did you encounter more than
five unknown words on the first page?”; “Are you
comfortable with or curious about the format?”; and
“Did you speed date the book for at least twenty minutes?” These questions are vital to a student’s ability
to select a “just right” book. As is illustrated in the
bookmark (see Figure 1), teachers can push students
out of their comfort zone by encouraging them to
look at, for example, other authors and genres—
possibilities for adding to their reader identity.

SELECTING “JUST RIGHT” BOOKS
AND ABANDONING BOOKS
JUST RIGHT BOOKS

Katelyn Marion is a reading specialist who has spent
eleven years developing a dynamic classroom library
for her students. Through independent reading and
student choice, Mrs. Marion helps students develop
the important but often-neglected skills of choosing
a “just right” book (National Institute for Professional Practice) and the license to abandon a book
when it simply is not “just right” (Isen). By explicitly teaching these skills, Mrs. Marion helps students
boost their reading confidence.
She helps students understand how to select
a “just right” book by asking them questions such
as “Does the book have a topic that matches your
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FIGURE 1.

This bookmark includes questions that
encourage students to push boundaries as they
select books to read.
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Additional questions drive students to listen
to the students around them, both in class and in
school, as well as outside of school. By asking students to listen and process the talk about books that
happen in their everyday lives, students can begin
to understand that “book talk” is similar to music
talk or movie talk. All students have interests, and
sometimes those interests manifest themselves in the
most seemingly random of comments. The back of
the bookmark asks students to listen in on what is
happening around them in school. These questions
push students to hear conversations about books, but
more importantly help them realize that such conversations are happening. Thus, ideas for “just right
books” increase in the students’ minds.
ABANDONING BOOKS

Mrs. Marion teaches her students that, just like
adults, they have a right to abandon a book if they
find themselves uninterested in it. She starts with a
mini-lesson on the thought process through which
a person might abandon a book, sharing specific
examples of books that she herself has abandoned,
and why. She then creates an anchor chart of “Abandon Ship!” reasons with her students to use as a reference throughout the year. Students can add new
reasons to the list as they progress throughout the
year. While the goal is not to grow the list too much
during the year (after all, students should become
more skilled at choosing just-right books), students
are continually learning to think about books for
themselves and will therefore always have something
to add.
Students’ reasons for abandonment might
include not identifying with the characters, a plot
that is too confusing, or vocabulary that is too difficult. Sometimes students abandon a book because
another student gave away the ending. The book
might be disappointing compared to the rest of a
series. These are sophisticated reasons for reading
decisions that students who are building a reader’s
identity make.
In one instance, Mrs. Marion had a student who
loved the first two books of a series, but sixty pages
into the third book, he decided against finishing.
Through her understanding of the student as both

a reader and a person, Mrs. Marion helped the student shift to a graphic novel, which he enjoyed much
more. With legitimate reasons for abandonment, and
an understanding of how to select just-right texts,
the student maintained the momentum he had built
through his reading of the first two novels. Through
an email conversation about this student’s experience, Mrs. Marion informed me, “If I had forced
him to continue the series, it would have negatively
affected his level of engagement and attitude towards
reading. I need to show my students I trust them in
their decision-making process when it comes to picking their own books.”
Mrs. Marion’s work with her students will pay
dividends for years to come. Students who can successfully find a just-
The process of
right text can advocate
selecting just-right
for themselves about
books and learning
the works they want
to abandon books
to read. The process
of selecting just-
right
develops students’
books and learning to
reader identities.
abandon books develThey become skilled
ops students’ reader
readers who can
identities. They become
then manage a test-
skilled readers who can
genre text.
then manage a test-
genre text. While test-genre reading is neither “just
right” or available for abandonment, students can
navigate those texts more effectively because they
have become more sophisticated readers.

VISUALIZING READING SUCCESS
THROUGH BOOK BINGO
In an effort to promote wide reading in her classroom, Sarah Gallagher builds relationships with her
students and their reading through methods such
as book talks and book tastings. Each quarter, Mrs.
Gallagher has her students play Book Bingo. Each
student gets a card with twenty-five squares; the
squares describe different types of books (nonfiction,
historical fiction, graphic novels, classic literature,
etc.; see Figure 2). In recent years, local libraries and
websites such as Goodreads have instituted Book
Bingo contests to invigorate readership, but in Mrs.
Gallagher’s classroom, the concept of Book Bingo
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pushes students to achieve what they thought impossible at the start of the year: read five books in one
marking period. Additionally, the objective for the
students is to challenge themselves to read beyond
their comfort level, to read something unfamiliar.
If the students achieve Bingo through their
independent reading, their names are entered into a
drawing for a signed book, which is raffled at the end
of each marking period. Activities such as this one
require Mrs. Gallagher’s students not only to build
their reading stamina but also to navigate a plethora
of writing styles. In 2018, Mrs. Gallagher had a student who filled all twenty-five of the bingo squares.
He read twenty-five books and, as a result, the class
had a doughnut party to celebrate his and all the
other students’ success with reading.
The different types of books listed in the Book
Bingo sheet expose students to different types of
texts. This is extremely helpful for students as they
prepare for their state-mandated standardized test.
Students can recognize different genres, increasing

their capacity to answer questions and write about
test-genre texts.

WRITING ABOUT INDEPENDENT
READING BOOKS

In their co-
taught tenth-
grade class, Jessica
Pribish’s and Caitlin Boyle’s students read independently for approximately ten minutes every day.
“‘Practice makes perfect’ is an old adage that rings
true,” Gambrell et al. state. “Practice might not
make you a perfect reader and writer, but the consensus among researchers is that practice will make
you a better reader and writer” (23–24; italics in
original). The co-teaching team balances different
types of reading and writing, scaling their students’
abilities by removing scaffolding throughout the
school year, to seek a balance of independent reading and whole-class novels. Their approach leads
to increased engagement in both writing and reading, while at the same time taking into account the
many standards that must be addressed throughout the year, in preparation for the
state’s mandated test.
Addressing reading and writing
standards required for tenth-
grade
students that ask students to write
routinely over extended time and
for shorter time frames (CC.1.4.9–
10.X) and to plan, revise, edit, and
rewrite (CC.1.4.9–10.X), Ms. Boyle
and Mrs. Pribish begin by fostering
reflective and brainstorming types of
writing through universal prompts
that could apply to any book. Once
students are comfortable creating
these types of texts, they move to
more specific elements within the
standards. For instance, when teaching toward a standard that expects
students to “analyze how complex
characters develop over the course
of a text, interact with other characters, and advance the plot or develop
FIGURE 2.
the theme” (C C.1.3.9–10.C), Mrs.
The Book Bingo card in this example illustrates five instances of
Bingo, which speaks to the incentive the activity offers students.
Pribish and Ms. Boyle do not have
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to tie students to a particular character in a book.
Instead, they help students answer more questions,
preparing them more efficiently for the state exams,
by asking a question that can be asked of any book.
For example, instead of asking, “How does Nick
Carraway’s perspective as a narrator impact the story
of The Great Gatsby?,” they might ask, “In the story
you are reading, how do the narrator’s interactions
with other characters help to advance the plot of
the story?” This type of question helps students to
be more prepared for test-genre reading and writing. Other writing prompts might include inquiries
about literary elements, author’s writing style, and
author’s purpose.
Mrs. Pribish and Ms. Boyle emphasize both the
reading of whole-class novels and independent reading. “We feel there is value in pairing independent
reading with whole-class novels. We pride ourselves
in finding a balance,” Mrs. Pribish told me. Independent reading and whole-class novels are often complementary and allow for writing prompts geared toward
choice reading and nonchoice reading. Nonchoice
readings are considered test-genre readings, the types
that are required on standardized tests. In Ms. Boyle’s
and Mrs. Pribish’s class, the students are encouraged
to build their confidence in writing about their choice
texts in conjunction with the writings they complete
to prepare for the state exams. As Kelly Gallagher
and Richard L. Allington note from a study cited in
Readicide: How Schools Are Killing Reading and What
You Can Do about It, “the students . . . showed statistically significant gains in writing fluency and writing complexity” through the readings they completed
(74). For this reason, students in Ms. Boyle’s and Mrs.
Pribish’s class write about both whole-class novels and
the novels that they choose on their own.
Ms. Boyle and Mrs. Pribish work toward specific objectives for writing that they want students to
achieve through their independent reading endeavors. In the following example, the aim was to help
students improve constructed response scores on state
examinations through the balance of independent
and choice readings. The standard they were addressing asked students to “determine the point of view
of the text and analyze the impact the point of view

has on the meaning of the text” (CC.1.3.9-10D).
They developed this writing prompt: “Analyze how
the focus of your novel/article would be different if it
were written using the first-person point of view. Use
information from the text to support your answer.”
Their approach to analyzing information regarding
this or any task is data-driven. Ms. Boyle and Mrs.
Pribish use information gleaned from the state examination to identify specific areas of need because “the
cohort to cohort approach is simple to implement
and allows [them] to use grade-specific tests without worrying about grade to grade overlap or vertical
scaling” (Price and Koretz 53). Mrs. Pribish says that
once they determine a specific need in grade level professional learning communities (PLCs), they begin
to develop common formative assessments (CFAs)
to monitor student growth, and then they spend the
remainder of the year focusing on growth, relying on
the end-of-the-year exam to evaluate overall progress.
The ELA department at East High School,
where Mrs. Pribish and Ms. Boyle teach, decided
to focus on constructed-
response questions using
independent reading. They used the data from the
state exam to help identify skills that could be targeted using independent reading and student choice.
Independent reading became the vehicle for teaching
those skills. Students read a whole-class text and their
independent reading text concurrently; when teaching the skills, this structure provided two opportunities for students to apply them. Using a class text as
the model to teach the skill allowed the students to
apply the same skill of analysis to their self-selected
text. This process resulted in increased mastery.
By implementing this strategy over the course of
the year, the number of students at East High School
who scored Proficient or Advanced on constructed-
response questions in 2018 increased by several percentage points (from 41 percent scoring Proficient in
2017 to 47 percent scoring Proficient in 2018 and
from 36 percent scoring Advanced in 2017 to 40
percent scoring Advanced in 2018). More importantly, students improved the quality of their writing
and increased mastery of analytical and expository
writing. The juxtaposition of personal reading and
whole-class reading was essential to student success.
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CONCLUSION
It is important to say that the culture in the classes
of the teachers whose work I highlight in this article
includes the facilitation of relationships between students, which manifest in the ways they talk to each
other about the books they are reading. The teachers consciously develop opportunities for students to
share the books they are reading and discuss them
in peer groups. Students heed the recommendations
of their classmates. Abigail Turley wrote in an email,
“So many recommendations take the form of organic
conversations. What a joy when a student enters the
room and says to a friend, ‘You HAVE to read this
book!’” Sarah Gallagher wrote that “If a student loves
a book, they will pass it on to a friend and by word of
mouth, the popularity of that text will soar. Eleanor
Olyphant Is Completely Fine by Gail Honeyman has
been checked out of my classroom library since October.” These relationships and the classroom culture
that is required to bring them to life are vital to what
these six teachers are working to create.
The teachers use a range of strategies to encourage natural conversations about books. Abigail Turley and Caitlin McFadden offered several techniques
such as different types of book talks that students
give depending on where they are in the book. Students may advertise their favorite book by placing it
on the marker tray of the whiteboard with a hook
and a few hashtags to draw interest. They even move
the conversation from year to year by asking students
to write snapshots of their favorite books. “On one
side is a quick summary or hook and on the other
side they write, ‘To someone who loves: Reading
about someone who breaks all the rules; Reading stories
that put you on the edge of your seat; Reading about the
underdog.’” Those snapshots are then given to students the following year.
Because the teachers have fostered relationships
with their students through the classroom practices described in this article, they can move toward
explicit teaching of the parts of the curriculum that
tend to contribute to student disengagement. Their
classroom practices allow them to teach specific reading skills and to use writing to reinforce the impact
of reading on students’ lives. Combined with other
86
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professional practices, the teachers are able to select
books for students, and more importantly, they can
help them learn to select books that they will love.
Additionally, students rehearse the skills required to
navigate standardized state test material. Using their
independent reading novels, the students can refer to
a class anchor text and make connections that not
only address the expectations of selected standards
but that also show the student how reading choices
are relevant to academic progress. Examining their
novel of choice provides valuable practice in recognizing author’s purpose, isolating point of view, or
analyzing symbolism (Gordon). The teachers highlighted in this article are working to build not only
a love of reading that encourages a life-long reading
habit but also to build self-advocacy as an element of
the reader’s identity.
WORKS CITED

Gallagher, Kelly, and Richard L. Allington. Readicide: How Schools
Are Killing Reading and What You Can Do about It. Stenhouse,
2009.
Gambrell, Linda B., et al. “The Importance of Independent
Reading.” What Research Has to Say about Reading Instruction,
4th ed., edited by S. Jay Samuels and Alan E. Farstrup,
International Reading Association, 2011, pp. 143–58.
Gordon, Berit. No More Fake Reading: Merging the Classics with
Independent Reading to Create Joyful, Lifelong Readers. Corwin,
2018.
Honeyman, Gail. Eleanor Olyphant Is Completely Fine: A Novel.
Penguin, 2018.
Isen, Tajja. “The Value of Abandoning a Book.” Book Riot, 5 Jan.
2018, bookriot.com/2018/01/05/the-value-of-abandoning-
a-book/.
Iyengar, Sunil, and Don Ball. To Read or Not to Read: A Question
of National Consequence. National Endowment for the Arts,
2007.
Kaufman, Caroline. Light Filters In: Poems. HarperCollins, 2018.
Lerner, Sarah, editor. Parkland Speaks: Survivors from Marjory
Stoneman Douglas Share Their Stories. Crown, 2019.
National Institute for Professional Practice—Wilkes University.
Selecting “Just Right” Books for Independent Reading—The
National Institute for Professional Practice, www.professional
practice.org/about-us/selecting_just_right_books/.
Pan, Emily X. R. The Astonishing Color of After. Little, Brown,
2019.
Price, Jennifer, and Daniel M. Koretz. “Building Assessment
Literacy.” Data Wise: A Step-by-Step Guide to Using Assessment
Results to Improve Teaching and Learning, edited by Katherine
Parker Boudett et al., Harvard Education, 2014, pp. 35–66.
Roberts, Kate. A Novel Approach: Whole-Class Novels, Student-
Centered Teaching, and Choice. Heinemann, 2018.

RICHARD MITCHELL WITH SARAH GALLAGHER, ABIGAIL TURLEY, CAITLIN MCFADDEN,
KATELYN MARION, CAITLYN BOYLE, AND JESSICA PRIBISH

RICHARD MITCHELL is a former English teacher and currently serves as the English
language arts supervisor for the West Chester Area School District. Richard has been a
member of NCTE since 2006 and can be reached at rmitchell@wcasd.net.

SARAH GALLAGHER has been an English teacher with the West Chester Area School
District for ten years. She has been a member of NCTE since 2019 and can be reached at
sgallagher@wcasd.net.

ABIGAIL TURLEY is the English department chairperson at Rustin High School in the West
Chester Area School District, where she is in her twenty-first year of teaching. Abigail has
been a member of NCTE since 2017 and can be reached at aturley@wcasd.net.

CAITLIN MCFADDEN is a reading specialist at Rustin High School in the West Chester
Area School District, where she is in her eleventh year of teaching. She has been a member
of NCTE since 2017 and can be reached at cmcfadden@wcasd.net.

KATELYN MARION is a reading specialist at Henderson High School in the West Chester
Area School District, where she is currently in her twelfth year of teaching. Prior to
becoming a reading specialist, she taught middle school language arts for six years. She
can be reached at kmarion@wcasd.net.

CAITLIN BOYLE is a former English teacher and currently serves as the librarian at
Rustin High School in the West Chester Area School District. She can be contacted at
cboyle@wcasd.net.

JESSICA PRIBISH is a reading specialist at East High School in the West Chester Area
School District, where she has been teaching for fifteen years. She has been a member of
NCTE since 2019 and can be reached at jpribish@wcasd.net.

ENGLISHJOURNAL

87

Student Choice in the Culture of Standardized Testing

READWRITETHINKCONNECTION

Lisa Storm Fink, RWT

In this lesson, students brainstorm texts that they have read
recently and map their choices using a graphic organizer to rate
and make notes about them. Students then look for patterns
connecting the texts that they enjoyed the most and those they
enjoyed the least. Once they’ve analyzed their past readings,
students complete a reading plan by first listing categories of
books they want to read. They then use booklists, book reviews,
and other resources to create a wish list of books they hope to
read in the future. http://bit.ly/1zl7wum

Death Across the Curriculum
“Does somebody die in this?” Kiara asks when I’m handing out the books—
brutal, how they cut something apart before it’s even started.
But they’re no match for this curriculum.
Retracing our steps, we pick through its wreckage:
Romeo and Juliet are dead in the crypt,
Antigone hangs from a linen rope,
Piggy’s head is halved like a melon,
Lennie’s brains are blown to pink mist.
“Do any of the books we read have happy endings?” Malik asks.
“The Odyssey,” answers Bobby. “They ended up together.”
“Yeah, but maaad suitors had to get muuurdered first,” counters Sandra.
So, with hesitation, we open another Steinbeck:
a peaceful sunrise on the beach,
a small family’s morning rituals,
the crash of waves on sand,
and a scorpion,
stinger poised,
creeping toward a waking baby—
“Oh, come on!” Leon cries, skidding backwards in his chair.
Kiara slams the book shut: “I knew it! I knew it! I knew it!”
“Who died?” yawns Felix, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.
Tomorrow, we push aside this “canon.”
We read what they want to read.
And though people die on those pages, too,
somehow,
it’s different.
—JEREMY T. MURPHY
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