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T
he act of reading is complex. Pulling apart the mecha-
nisms and inputs required for students to engage in, and 
draw meaning from, texts has been the subject of count-

less research studies and professional journal articles, not to 
mention rich fodder for social media posts from pundits and 
politicians. Writing instruction has faced similar treatment in 
the quest to encourage students to communicate more effec-
tively with the word. For three decades, the Teachers College 
Reading and Writing Project (TCRWP) at Columbia University, 
has been at the forefront of these conversations, leading with 
active on-the-ground research, collaborating with top national 
and global thinkers, and advocating for increased equity and 
access for all children and youth across the country—and 
beyond.

At TCRWP, we take pride in our contributions to the field 
of literacy and are actively engaged in current and emerging 
research. As an organization, we devote regular in-house study 
to promising developments and new lines of thinking—adapt-
ing and innovating in real time. TCRWP sees its role as a leader 
among all who are committed to the collective good. Finding 
ways to ensure all students are literate is certainly a place 
where all advocates in this area can find common ground.

We believe our body of work captures the best of current 
and past wisdom. It acknowledges learning to read and write is 
both science and art, and an entirely human enterprise. There 
is no one-size-fits-all—a statement that has been borne out in 
our years in the classroom. In fact, research runs contrary to 
this thinking, showing that young readers seem to need it all: 
phonics work; direct instruction to support comprehension, 
interpretation and critical thinking; and even time to read 
(Pearson, P.D., et al. 2020). Also of critical importance is that 
students see themselves in the characters and stories they read. 
Students need books where their heritage, culture, and identi-
ties are valued.

In writing, teacher modeling, direct instruction of specific 

skills, and real-time coaching in individual and small-group 
conferences have proven effective, especially when students 
write for an authentic purpose and audience. At the heart of 
this work are dedicated teachers who know their students well. 
They strategically—and individually—deploy the right tool at 
the right time. We know that learning itself is a social con-
struct. Children learn better from people who care about them 
and consider them as individuals. So, when a personalized and 
rich learning environment mixes with a well-designed curric-
ulum, such as can be found in the Units of Study in Reading, 
Writing, and Phonics, sparks fly and students engage. Roots 
are set more deeply as students become creators and masters 
of their own destiny.

Growth, however, is more than what is measured by stan-
dardized tests. In the era of data and accountability, TCRWP 
has worked to find a balance with our underlying philosophy 
and calls for higher test performance. To be clear, we see stan-
dardized assessments as part of a broad range of measures to 
assess growth over time. In recent years, state testing data has 
shown that schools who have engaged in TCRWP work, on 
average, outperform non-TCRWP schools across the country. 
We recognize, however, that state assessments are imperfect 
and only give a limited view of student achievement. Daily for-
mative assessment in the TCRWP classroom is therefore critical 
to moving all students forward. The workshop model itself is 
grounded in using formative assessment to drive instruction—
whole class, small group, and individual—to support student 
learning. The results can be seen in incremental changes in 
behavior in the everyday classroom, such as when a child 
chooses to read because it is an enjoyable experience, or in the 
enthusiasm students naturally bring to partner work and their 
independent wonderings, or in the level of engagement stu-
dents show when reading books at their level with characters 
that look and talk like them, and struggle with problems they 
recognize. In writing, change can be measured in the volume 
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seen in notebooks, and in the evolving level of sophistication 
of word choice and thinking. Success in writing is reached 
when an authentic student voice can convey a perspective that 
moves, informs, or entertains an intended audience. To achieve 
these levels of growth requires many things: time, resources, a 
well-trained teacher, and the active engagement of learners. 
TCRWP offers a compass and roadmap for those willing to 
take this literacy journey.

Through our experience and study, we know a wide-range 
of students—urban, suburban, and rural, coast-to-coast and 
around the world—have grown into powerful readers and 
writers under our instructional framework and curriculum. 
The foundation for the TCRWP approach has been built on 
the work of literary and educational giants and insights of 
researchers from across the spectrum. But most importantly, 
we have taken lessons learned through our intimate, day-to-
day interactions with students. We remain humble to the reality 
that our work is not complete when there are children who 
struggle to read and write. There will always be a new strategy 
to try or an important insight just waiting to be discovered. For 
its part, TCRWP will continue to lead with compassion and 
forthrightness in the effort to put the opportunities literacy 
affords within reach of every student.

Part 1: Classrooms Matter

Spaces to Foster Achievement and Independence

The reading and writing classroom serves multiple purposes 
and reflects certain key principles. Around the TCRWP class-
room are instructional artifacts and dedicated areas. Charts on 
the walls are visible reminders and references for students to 
choose strategies to apply in daily reading and writing work. A 
collection of curated, leveled, fiction and nonfiction texts make 
up the classroom library. The in-class library provides material 
that is readily accessible and supports increasing students’ over-
all volume of reading.

Research shows increasing students’ reading volume has 
been linked to higher-order literacy proficiencies (Allington 
2012; Brozo et al. 2008). Also, when students read many books 
at their independent reading level there are many benefits. A 
number of research studies show that students make greater 
gains when they read texts with 95% accuracy. To become pro-
ficient readers, students need to read a lot of books that match 
their independent reading levels (Allington, McCuiston, and 
Billen 2014). Students also engage when they see themselves in 
texts, and experience reading as affirmative and relevant to their 

lives (Hammond 2017). When a classroom collection values the 
diversity of human experience—from culture to heritage to abil-
ity—it provides the potential fuel to ignite learning.

Additionally, TCRWP has been studying the types of texts 
students engage with at the beginning stages   of reading, and 
see benefits for a balanced diet of texts. These include selec-
tions that allow children to transfer their phonics learning as 
well as those with rhyme, repetition, and picture support that 
assist students with reading for meaning. Carefully selected 
decodable texts allow young children to solidify their phonics 
by giving them opportunities to apply their emerging skills. 
These texts are especially important in kindergarten and 
early first grade because later on, once students have learned 
enough phonics, authentic literature like the books found in 
the classroom library becomes more “decodable.”

The layout of seating and tables also serves important 
functions. Specific arrangements naturally foster productive 
student talk, collaboration, conferencing, and independence. 
Research supports encouraging talk among students to allow 
students to acquire new vocabulary and practice new learning 
(Moses, A. M., and Duke, N. K. 2003). The TCRWP workshop 
model itself necessitates dedicated areas within the room for 
differentiated instruction and personalized learning to occur. 
A dedicated meeting area—many times defined by a rug at 
the elementary level—becomes an intimate hub for explicit 
whole-class instruction. Clustered desks and chairs, or large 
tables, allow for gatherings of students to conference and 
collaborate. Teachers also create centers around the room to 
foster independent movement and choice. Centers include 
a variety of resources for writing and grammar; sticky notes; 
blank notebooks; pencils; and so on. Technology, such as 1:1 
Chromebooks and iPads, and educational software also are 
part of this physical fabric for learning, providing tools to cre-
ate, connect, research, and collaborate inside and outside the 
classroom walls. Collectively, the TCRWP classroom supports 
the exciting and active instructional work that lies ahead.

Part 2: Instructional Approach

The Workshop Model, Conferencing, and the 
Power of Choice

In the area of Instruction, TCRWP has created a powerful 
structure in the reading and writing workshop model, and a 
curriculum that embodies the best of educational research. 
Focused minilessons that actively engage students, modeling of 
strategies, student-led conferencing, and so on provide students 
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with the skills and strategies they can apply independently to 
their own literacy work. TCRWP believes that explicit instruc-
tion in reading comprehension strategies is critical for students 
to become skillful, analytical, independent, and lifelong readers 
(Duke and Pearson 2002; Piasta, McDonald Connor, Fishman, 
and  Morrison 2009). As identified by the National Reading 
Panel, phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and 
comprehension are critical aspects of learning to read and need 
explicit instruction. Also of critical importance is knowledge of 
all kinds for students to make the associations and connections 

that lead to deeper engagement and understanding (Cervetti 
and Hiebert 2018). To do this, students need to read—a lot. In 
addition to access to a diverse book collection, time is allocated 
in the workshop model to independently read. Teachers also 
have time to conference with students to provide more person-
alized instruction that can lead to long-term growth.

Many of the same concepts hold true for a writing workshop. 
At the center of the writing work is the role of student autonomy 
and purpose, and an emphasis on the writing process (Graham 
and Perin 2007; Murray 2013). Explicit instruction, teacher 

K–2 Instruction: The Right Mix, Not One-Size-Fits-All

Teaching emergent readers requires a mix of instructional approaches 
to ensure students not only learn to read well, but to see reading as 
a joyful experience. There is nothing more rewarding as a teacher 
than to watch an early reader hold a book—right-side up and typi-
cally with a large smile—pointing at words as they glide left-to-right 
across the page, reading words aloud that were once a mystery. 
The pathway to this moment is both individual and developmental. 
Students walk in the front doors of the school with a mix of pre-read-
ing experiences. Some had parents or siblings who read to them 
regularly. Some attended preschool where stories were played on 
audio. And all students, to one degree or another, have seen and won-
dered at text and images on smartphones, iPads, gaming consoles, 
educational software programs, and screens that scroll at drive-thru 
windows, in doctors’ waiting rooms, and on the front dashboard of the 
car. Kindergarten-age children come to us not as a tabula rasa, empty 
slate, but as eager explorers who have years of experience wondering, 
questioning, studying, recognizing patterns, memorizing, and testing 
their understanding of the world.

Because phonological awareness and phonics instruction are cru-
cial for children learning to read, TCRWP has always advocated for 
systematic, research-based approaches to teaching phonics, and 
over the years supported professional development for teachers 
using a wide range of phonological awareness and phonics curric-
ula, including Words Their Way, Orton Gillingham, Lindamood-Bell, 
Fundations, and Month by Month Phonics. In 2018, TCRWP published 
Units of Study in Phonics, K–2. These units have a special emphasis 
on student engagement, and articulate ways to successfully transfer 
phonics work into the regular reading and writing curricula.

It is clear that phonemic awareness—the ability to identify and 
manipulate the sounds of spoken language—is a foundational 
component of reading success. Therefore, children in the earliest 
stages learning to read should receive explicit, engaging phonemic 

awareness instruction every day. The writing workshop can be an 
important venue within which that instruction takes place.

Overall, our study of recent research affirms our conviction that 
children need and deserve a comprehensive approach to reading: 
one that provides systematic instruction in foundational skills as well 
as lots of opportunities to engage in reading for meaning.

Early learners should also be immersed in literature alongside 
their phonics instruction. During an interactive read-aloud, which 
is one instructional tool used in a reading workshop, students hear 
linguistic patterns and absorb new vocabulary. Research shows 
engaging interactive read-alouds lead to better thinking and more 
advanced literary understanding of a text (Flint 2013; Lennox 2013). 
This is because read-alouds draw students in to ask questions, make 
predictions, and converse in partner talk. Research (McGee 2007) sup-
ports this approach which has additional positive effects, including:

	◗ Acquisition of literary syntax and vocabulary (Purcell-Gates, 
McIntyre, and Freppon 1995)

	◗ Story recall and comprehension (Morrow and Smith 1990)

	◗ Sensitivity to the linguistic and organizational structures of narra-
tive and informational text

	◗ Gains in expressive language even when the duration of story 
reading interventions are short (e.g., Hargrave and Sénéchal 
2000).

At the heart of TCRWP’s position here, though, is a simple belief in 
teachers. We believe teachers can lend the right weight to all the 
tools and strategies available that develop literate students. There is 
no assembly line approach that helps all students equally. Generally 
speaking, our core instructional approach relies on smart teachers 
who focus relentlessly on the individual student.
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modeling, small-group and individual conferencing, and an 
emphasis on a high volume of writing leads to better outcomes 
for writers. Research on writing backs these key principles:

	◗ Students should have frequent and regular opportunities to 
write over the course of a week (i.e. to improve stamina and 
writing volume).

	◗ Students should be taught a wide repertoire of writing strat-
egies that they can apply flexibly in a variety of formats, both 
digitally and in print.

	◗ Students need explicit instruction on how to write for differ-
ent audiences and purposes.

	◗ Student growth in writing is enhanced when students inde-
pendently set goals, self-assess, and set new goals.

	◗ Regardless of the purpose for or type of writing, there is a 
predictable process—brainstorming/seed ideas, drafting, revi-
sion, editing, and publishing.

	◗ Explicit instruction in author’s craft leads to improvements in 
the sophistication of student writing.

	◗ Opportunities for frequent, individualized feedback during all 
stages of writing improve students’ growth.

The secret sauce in the TCRWP instructional approach is the 
focus on conferencing. This is where teachers can truly differen-
tiate and personalize instruction to the needs of the students. 
Through formative assessment, teachers set up small-group 
and individual conferences to reinforce, review, or advance 
student understanding. Student-led conferences become safe 
spaces for students to discuss their struggles in reading and 
writing, and to consider new approaches. It is a respectful 
exchange designed to honor the student as lead learner.

Collectively, the instructional approach advocated here is 
inherently complex. It requires, at a macro-level, an under-
standing of the Units of Study, the workshop architecture, and 
a number of literacy skills and strategies that lead to better 
outcomes. That takes time to learn. Teachers also must assess 
accurately how best to meet the needs of all learners. That 
takes training. At the micro-level, the work is highly person-
alized, requiring teachers to know students as learners and 
individuals, including their familial, cultural, ethnic, socio-eco-
nomic, educational, and experiential background. That takes 
being human. This focus on the individual, however, does pay 
big dividends over time. It drives meaningful conversations 
and leads to better outcomes for students.

Part 3: Resources for Learning

Diversity, Equity, and Literacy for All

The TCRWP Units of Study are the blueprints for teaching lit-
eracy in ways that lead to greater student independence and 
agency. Underlying all TCRWP curricula, whether in reading, 
writing, phonics or interdisciplinary literacy, one commonality 
becomes clear—the emphasis on student autonomy.

Whether it is choosing books and other texts to read, top-
ics to write about, movement through the process of writing, 
or strategies to employ, from the youngest to the oldest, stu-
dents are expected to be the captains of their own learning lives. 
TCRWP believes that guidance and coaching into the student 
decision-making process is paramount. Research has shown 
again and again that a student with a strong sense of self-de-
termination, metacognition, and agency will be more successful 
than those with less (Fisher and Frey 2018).

The types of Units of Study written also reflect a commit-
ment to student engagement alongside a focus on equity and 
social justice. In the middle grades, for example, there is a Social 
Issues Book Club Unit. In the description of the unit, TCRWP dis-
cusses how engaging this work not only leads to better readers 
and writers, but young citizens. The introduction states:

The topic of social issues, the lens for reading in this unit, 
is a topic that matters greatly to the young human beings 
who enter our classrooms every day. In middle school, 
many kinds of issues start to weigh more heavily on stu-
dents: relationship issues, school issues, and a growing 
awareness of larger societal pressures. There can be serious 
consequences to the spiraling troubles that surround mid-
dle school kids. . . . Reading literature especially has proven 
to increase people’s ability to empathize with others, and 
to be more socially aware. A driving force in this unit is the 
power of reading to transform how we see others and to 
show us new ways to be kind, to connect, and to stand up 
for what’s right.

New units have been created to reflect the need for students 
to be digitally literate when reading posts on social media 
and sites on the Internet, and very recently, also to teach skills 
and strategies that support all learners when the class is com-
pletely—or partially—online.

TCRWP has also immersed itself more deeply in the call 
for equity and social justice, standing beside powerful writ-
ers, thinkers, and advocates searching for ways to create more 
inclusive environments. Important new voices have called on 
the educational community to use materials that better reflect 
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the identities, realities, and backgrounds of students. This call 
to action has led TCRWP to listen, reflect, and pivot. We know 
a reader’s identity plays a vital role in everything from their 
knowledge-base, to language practices, to home exploration of 
phonemic awareness, to cultural views of literacy, to texts they 
connect with, and to purposes for reading. Literacy cannot be 
taught without acknowledging, including, and celebrating the 

range of racial, cultural, ethnic, religious, gender, family, geo-
graphic and economic identities students’ represent. 

The story here is far from over. TCRWP will continue to 
engage in these important conversations and to learn. We 
are proud of our history. And we will continue our mission to 
ensure all children have the ability to lead rich, meaningful, 
and literate lives.

The story here is far from over. TCRWP will continue to engage 

in these important conversations and to learn. We are proud of our 

history. And we will continue our mission to ensure all children  

have the ability to lead rich, meaningful, and literate lives.
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