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A System of Best Practices IN ACTION 

This document contains two sample journeys a teacher might make to (1) 

define clear learning goals that address content standards, (2) develop 

effective assessments, and (3) intentionally and proactively plan for student 

learning.   

 

 

 

Learning Goals in Action 
 
On the following pages you’ll find two sets of sample learning goals with corresponding 
standards addressed.  These learning goals will be revisited in the subsequent sections of this 
document, “Assessment in Action” and “Proactive and Intentional Planning in Action.”   
 
Remember that the process of writing learning goals is not formulaic.  Similarly, there are no 
perfect learning goals that can be pre-packaged and used for all classes by all teachers.  This is 
because there are other factors that should shape the development of goals in addition to 
content.  Another teacher might consider different conceptual lenses when developing goals 
for understanding, skills, and content knowledge that address the same standards described 
below based on his or her students’ particular interests, strengths, and needs.   
 
The examples provided share one of many potential ideas of how the principles described in 
the first part of this chapter might be used to craft effective, meaning-focused goals useful for 
anchoring quality curriculum and addressing requisite content standards.       
 
 

Learning Goals Sample 1: 3rd Grade Ecosystems & Conservation Unit 

 
I want my students to understand that: 

 Organisms are interdependent with their environment and are often necessary in the 
survival of their ecosystems.  

 Use of resources in an ecosystem can impact the survival of the ecosystem.   
  

I want my students to be able to develop the following process & thinking skills: 

 Conduct scientific investigations in order to solve an ecology problem 

 Consider an ecological situation from the perspective of all living things impacted (i.e. 
plant, animal, and human) 

 Present findings to a given audience, for a specified purpose 
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 THINKING SKILLS: Observing, asking an appropriate question, hypothesizing, identifying 
and controlling variables, conducting the experiment, data organization and collection, 
inferring, interpreting data, drawing conclusions, supporting conclusions with data, 
communicating, critically evaluating possible solutions for feasibility 

 
I want my students to know: 

 Steps in the scientific method 

 How to conduct a scientific investigation (procedural knowledge)  

 Key features of various ecosystems such as: aquatic and terrestrial 

 Key ways of resource conservation 
 

Standards Addressed: 
3.6 The student will investigate and understand that ecosystems support a diversity of 

plants and animals that share limited resources. Key concepts include 

a) aquatic ecosystems; 

b) terrestrial ecosystems; 

c) populations and communities; and 

d) the human role in conserving limited resources. 

 
 

Learning Goals Sample 2: 5th Grade Narrative Nonfiction Reading Unit 

 
I want my students to understand that: 

 A skillful writer not only communicates effectively, but connects to the reader through 
carefully selected tools of the writing craft (e.g. structure, word choice, and use of voice). 

 A powerful voice is a crucial component of effective, compelling writing (by Holly 
Hertberg-Davis, in Tomlinson & Eidson, 2003).   

 
I want my students to be able to develop the following process & thinking skills: 

 Read and evaluate narrative writing 

 Create a rubric that defines and describes individual components present in quality 
writing (specifically, narrative writing, for this unit) 

 Describe how the development of the main character and the plot contribute to the 
quality of a piece of writing 

- Identify main ideas in text 
- Summarize supporting details in text 

 Write in a given format, for a given audience, for a specified purpose 
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 THINKING SKILLS: Comparing and contrasting, recognizing attributes, making 
observations, ranking, inductive thinking, drawing conclusions & supporting those 
conclusions with evidence, communicating ideas to a specified audience and for a specified 
purpose, accessing prior knowledge, decision making, evaluating, developing criteria used 
for judging quality work 

 
I want my students to know: 

 Tools of a powerful voice in writing (e.g. speaking directly to the reader on an emotional 
level, experimenting with style to reach audience or address purpose, revealing 
individuality of self) 

 Tools of effective word choice in writing (e.g. descriptive writing, using verbs, nouns, 
and modifiers skillfully, authentic-sounding,  colorful words and phrases, figurative 
language) 

 How to create a rubric (procedural knowledge) 

 Distinguishing characteristics of narrative nonfiction (e.g. main idea and supporting 
details, character development, plot development, resolution of conflict) 

 
Standards Addressed: 
5.5 The student will read and demonstrate comprehension of narrative nonfiction. 

a) Describe the relationship between text and previously read materials. 
b) Describe character development.  
c) Describe the development of plot and explain the resolution of conflict(s). 
e) Describe how an author’s choice of vocabulary contributes to the author’s style. 
g) Identify main idea. 
h) Summarize supporting details from text. 

 

 

 

 

Assessments in Action 
 
This section explores how to progress from clear and substantive learning goals to developing 
effective assessments.  The learning goals described in the “Learning Goals in Action” section 
are revisited in regards to assessment.  Assessment decisions are described in a narrative 
format that follows two fictional teachers’ thinking about how best to assess their own unique 
classes in ways that can effectively inform them of student needs and learning.  As mentioned 
in the previous section, this illustration is not meant to provide a pre-packaged plan for 
assessment, nor is it an example of how every teacher should approach assessment.  Rather the 
purpose is to provide an idea of ways in which effective assessment practices might be used by 
teachers to develop and use assessments that support needs-based plans for student learning.   
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3rd Grade Ecosystems & Conservation Unit 

 
Pre-Assessments:  

 Summative Assessment Information from previously completed science 
experiment 

 Exit Card, 5-10 minutes 

 Concept Map, 25-30 minutes 
 
During the last science unit, I had the students complete their own science experiment.  Because 
of this, I know which students are struggling with various process and thinking skills and content 
related to planning, executing, and communicating results of a science experiments.  This will 
help me know which supports to provide and for which students so that they are all successful at 
conducting an experiment as a part of this unit.      
 
I’m fairly certain many students will be new to many of these concepts we will be unpacking this 
unit, but I want to see if students might have some conceptual understanding of the way these 
concepts are related or what they might encompass.  Because of this, I’ve decided to have 
students create a concept map.  I can conceivably use this as a summative or formative 
assessment as well, to measure student learning or see how students are progressing in the 
development of understanding and conceptual thinking; but, at this point, I want to see where 
they are beginning on this journey.  
 
First, I’ll give them an exit card prior to beginning this unit.  I want to make sure which students 
already have the content knowledge and which have conceptual understanding.  Knowing the 
definition of a word is discrete knowledge.  Understanding the word as a concept and its 
relationship to other concepts is an aspect of conceptual knowledge.  That is why I felt it was 
important to do two separate pre-assessments.  Therefore, I will ask students to try to define the 
following words: organisms, environment, ecosystem, interact, survive, adapt, and resources.  
I’ll ask that students give it a good guess even if they aren’t sure.  This will at least give me more 
useful information than if they leave it blank.   
 
We will begin by reviewing the definitions of the following concepts from the day before: living 
things (organisms), environment, ecosystem interact, survive, adapt, and resources.  If there are 
any students who, for some reason, already know all the definitions, I’ll know after yesterday’s 
exit card.  I can start those folks right away on the concept map.  For any of the other students, 
I’ll read the definitions aloud for students, and ask if student have any questions about a word in 
the definition.   
 
I’ll give each student a set of paper squares with the concept and definition on them.  I’ll tell 
students that these words are related somehow to each other, and their job is to take a guess at 
how they are related and make a map of those connections.  I’ll give them a chance manipulate 
and move around the slips of paper, then have them glue them down in a way that helps them 



Copyright © 2015 Jennifer K. Dimeo | educationalcompost.com 
For individual educator use only.  Do not copy, print, or distribute without permission from the author. 

5 

 

show the relationships between the ideas.  Finally, I’ll ask them to draw connectors and label 
them to further clarify what they think the relationships might be.     
 
This concept map is a bit complicated for most kids at first; it’s not a traditional strategy.  I don’t 
want them to be confused by the process or frustrated because they are working with new 
concepts and a new strategy.  I’d want to make sure that students were familiar with this 
process before using it as an independent pre-assessment.    
 
Formative Assessments:  

 Reflections in Science Logs 

 Science Experiment in Science Logs 

 Small group task and discussion observations 

 Exit cards 
 
As a part of science this year, I want students to feel comfortable conducting scientific 
investigations on their own.  I want them to see themselves as novice scientists who don’t need 
special equipment or worksheets to conduct an investigation, that they can conduct their own 
experiments outside of school!  Thus, their science logs are merely spiral notebooks.   
 
The science logs (1) help students track their science experiments and observations, (2) provide 
a space for them to make ongoing reflections and connections to larger scientific ideas, and (3) 
provide a wealth of useful formative assessment information.  I make time for us to reflect on 
what we are learning each day.  This is a great way for me to support and guide students in 
constructing understanding because I usually prompt their thinking with 1-3 questions.   
 
Because my goal for the science reflections is to help support the development of 
understanding, I don’t require formal written responses.  Students are always permitted to 
communicate in pictures or diagrams, as long as their thinking is clear to whoever is examining 
their reflection.  We’ve worked on understanding what good picture or diagram reflections look 
like, so students know the expectations.  Of course, I have prolific writers in my class, so they are 
always permitted to explain using words.  In any case, I plan to continue to use this to assess 
students’ developing understanding, content knowledge, and some skills (i.e. those that can be 
appropriately assessed in this format). 
 
Likewise, as we conduct experiments related to ecosystems during this unit, I plan to have 
students keep careful records.  Again, this is a gold mine of formative assessment data that I will 
use to ensure instruction will be meaningful. 
 
As a part of our unit, there will be ongoing guided discussions in small groups as well as group 
tasks.  During these times, I circulate and observe students’ discussion.  I usually have a goal in 
mind and look for specific information, so I keep notes on students during this time. 
Finally, while I prefer to map out what assessments I’ll use ahead of time, I find that I inevitably 
discover a need to assess something I hadn’t anticipated and like to use exit cards for that 
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purpose.  I always try to double-check my prompts or questions on these exit cards to make sure 
they are aligned to the learning goals; otherwise it’s not useful for me and a poor use of my 
students’ time.          
       
Summative Assessments:  

 Sternberg Triarchic Task Prompt 

 Science Experiment in Science Logs 
 
I wanted to create a summative assessment that would allow students to choose a format of 
showing what they have learned, but still assessed the same learning goals.  I chose a Sternberg 
Triarchic task because his Triarchic theory describes how people process and express what they 
learn in different ways, and teaching and assessing in different ways can help student perform 
better overall.  It takes a bit more planning than a regular performance task, but I think the 
students will enjoy choosing a task that most appeals to them.  It will also help me assess the 
following understandings, skills, and content knowledge goals:  
 
I want my students to understand that: 

 Organisms are interdependent with their environment and are often necessary in the 
survival of their ecosystems.  

 Use of resources in an ecosystem can impact the survival of the ecosystem.   
I want my students to be able to develop the following process & thinking skills: 

 Consider an ecological situation from the perspective of all living things impacted (i.e. 
plant, animal, and human) 

 Present findings to a given audience, for a specified purpose 
I want my students to know: 

 Key features of various ecosystems such as: aquatic and terrestrial 

 Key ways of resource conservation 
 
Finally, I will assess students’ growing understandings, skills, and knowledge about conducting 
scientific investigations by evaluating their science log entries of the science experiment we 
conducted during this unit.  Even though I’ll do this at the close of the unit, it will function more 
as a formative assessment to help me support students better during the next experiment we 
do.  My long-term goal is that students can work with increasing independence.     
 
I want my students to understand that: 

 Use of resources in an ecosystem can impact the survival of the ecosystem.   
I want my students to be able to develop the following process & thinking skills: 

 Conduct scientific investigations in order to solve an ecology problem 

 THINKING SKILLS: Observing, asking an appropriate question, hypothesizing, identifying 
and controlling variables, conducting the experiment, data organization and collection, 
inferring, interpreting data, drawing conclusions, supporting conclusions with data, 
communicating, critically evaluating possible solutions for feasibility 
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I want my students to know: 

 Steps in the scientific method 

 How to conduct a scientific investigation (procedural knowledge)  
 

 

Sternberg’s Triarchic Task Prompt: 

 

I’ll share the following information in “kid friendly” language when I introduce this prompt:  

In 1992 the United Nations formed the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) to help protect 

biodiversity.  Biodiversity, or biological diversity, is the diversity of living things in ecosystems in 

the earth.  The CBD works to help protect species and ecosystems from threats, through 

conservation and sustainable use of the biodiversity on earth.   

 

The CBD has found out that we were studying ecosystems that share limited resources, and they 

have asked for our help in spreading the word about the importance of protecting biodiversity 

to elementary schools across the nation!  They have asked for us to prepare several different 

products that they can include on their website and give to other elementary school classrooms 

that can help students understand these important issues.       
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Your job is to select one of the ecosystems we studied.  Then select one living thing from that 

ecosystem.  It can be a plant, an insect, an animal, or a human.  Then choose one of the 

following products to complete:  

1 

Prepare two diagrams that help show how even a small and insignificant living thing plays 

an important role in an ecosystem.  The first diagram should show (1) the important role 

of your chosen living thing and (2) what would happen in the ecosystem if that living thing 

were to become extinct.  Your diagrams must include labels that make your ideas clear to 

the audience.  

Then write a description explaining why it’s important for humans to be responsible users 

of resources in our ecosystems.  Use examples of things we have studied to support your 

ideas.   

2 

Write and illustrate a story book from the perspective of one little living thing in an 

ecosystem before and after it becomes extinct.  In your story book, describe the 

important work that living thing does for its ecosystem and what happens when it 

becomes extinct.   

At the end of the book, include an “Afterward” explaining why it’s important for humans 

to be responsible users of resources in our ecosystems.  Use examples of things we have 

studied to support your ideas. 

3 

Think about most kids your age.  Sometimes it can be hard to see how important things 

are until you are able to understand it in a way that relates to your own life.  Develop an 

analogy  that shows a comparison between what students might experience in their 

everyday life at school and: 

(1) how even small living things play an important role in their ecosystem, and  

(2) what might happen to that ecosystem if that living thing no longer existed.   

Prepare a talk that you would give to help students understand that idea.  Use whatever 

illustrations or objects you need to help students.  Include a closing explanation about 

why it’s important for humans to be responsible users of resources in our ecosystems.  

Use examples of things we have studied to support your ideas. 

 

  



Copyright © 2015 Jennifer K. Dimeo | educationalcompost.com 
For individual educator use only.  Do not copy, print, or distribute without permission from the author. 

9 

 

5th Grade Narrative Nonfiction Reading Unit 

 
Pre-Assessments:  

 Exit Card, 8 minutes 

 Academic Prompt, 20-30minutes 
 
I want to see what students understand about great writing.  I’ll ask them to write to an 
assigned prompt during our writers’ workshop prompt today.  The prompt will say: “What 
makes great writing so great?  What would you say are “must haves” for a piece of writing to be 
considered great?  Please explain with as much detail as you can.  Feel free to include examples 
of things you have read recently” 
 
It’s also important that I gauge student content knowledge in a few areas.  Before we begin this 
unit, I’ll give them an exit card and ask them to tell me what they know or guess about: 
narrative nonfiction, rubric, voice, and word choice.     
 
Formative Assessments:  

 Reading Log Entries, 10 minutes 

 Group Discussion Observations 

 Class-Designed Rubric 

 Exit Cards 
 
As we are reading through samples of narrative writing, I’ll ask students to respond to what 
they are reading each day in a reading log entry.  I’ll ask them to think critically and 
constructively about the writing.  What are strong aspects of the narrative?  What 
recommendations would you give the author?  Each day I’ll ask students to consider a different 
angle of what it means to be a skillful and effective writer, according to the understandings we 
have been “unpacking” together.  I’ll skim these reading log entries to see what students needs 
each day.   
 
I know that I will be building in small group discussions in this unit.  The ideas I ask students to 
consider and the questions I use to prompt student thinking will be purposeful in those 
discussions, I’ll select those discussion questions or prompts based on what we are “unpacking” 
at that time.  I’ll closely monitor discussions and note students’ thinking.  I may have students 
summarize their thoughts on the discussion to turn in as an exit card if I don’t feel I have a solid 
grasp on how they’re progressing. 
 
As a part of this unit, we will be designing a rubric for evaluating narrative nonfiction writing.  
This will be an ongoing process, with activities that help students unpack certain skills, ideas, 
and dispositions about powerful narrative writing – particularly those relating to voice, word 
choice, plot and character development, conflict and resolution, etc., from our learning goals.  
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Any work that students do as a part of this will be useful formative assessment information.  I’ll 
just need to make sure I’m not relying on the few students who are always willing to answer 
questions or participate more vocally in group discussions to serve as my “thermometer” of 
student learning.  I’ll work to build in ways to assess all students, either through exit cards or 
reading log entries or through one-on-one conferences with students.   
 
I want to make sure that all students are progressing towards the learning goals, so each day I’ll 
reflect on information about student learning I need to gather in order to make purposeful 
decisions for grouping, use of varied materials, and scaffolding.  I’ll use exit cards to help fill in 
any gaps that can’t be addressed by observing students and reading their log entries. 
       
Summative Assessments:  

 Class-Designed Rubric 

 GRASP Performance Task 
 
It’s important that students are able to evaluate quality narrative writing.  The class-designed 
Narrative Writing Rubric will be created as we move through the unit, but I’d like to see that 
students come to the end of the unit able to articulate the components of this rubric on their 
own and can interpret criteria for excellence in their own words.  I may have students fill in the 
excellence column in their own words, without the aid of the class created rubric, as a way to 
assess understanding and knowledge.  Or I may conference with students have them each orally 
explain these elements to me from a blank rubric.  This is important because I want to tie this 
unit in to our writers’ workshop unit on narrative writing.  If students have a clear 
understanding of the indicators of quality narrative writing and feel comfortable using the rubric 
to evaluate narrative nonfiction, we can use this as a way to evaluate and improve our own 
writing.     
 
The primary summative assessment is a performance task.  I’ll create a rubric for my own use in 
evaluating students’ projects effectively and fairly.  I chose to do a GRASPS performance task to 
help students see themselves as novice writers in an authentic setting.  This task mirrors real-
world problems and settings.  I also think it will lend itself to modifications for students that 
struggle with writing.  Finally, I hope to see if there are any editors in Charlottesville who are 
ethnically or racially diverse who might come to speak to the students about questions they 
might have as they design their rubric.  My goal was to select a task that would be malleable to 
any needs that my students have, measured student learning relative to the goals, and reflect 
elements of quality curriculum design.   
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Goal Task: 
You are on the editorial staff at Lightening Bug Publishing, a highly 

rated publishing company known for publishing the most popular 

memoirs, autobiographies, diaries, and personal recollections.   

Recently, Lightening Bug Publishing has had an influx of new 

submissions of narrative nonfiction.  You have been assigned to 

review newly submitted manuscripts of personal narratives.  You and 

the rest of the editorial staff divide up the submissions, each taking 

one new submission to review.   

The written piece you are to review shows promise, but still isn’t quite 

up to the publishing company’s standards for pieces they publish.     

Using the Narrative Nonfiction Rubric, provide the writer with clear 

and supportive feedback about which particular elements in his or 

her writing are strong and which need to be revised or edited.     

You must convey your feedback in the following two parts: 

 (1) Using the standard Lightening Bug Publishing response form, give 

detailed feedback on specific elements that are strong and specific 

elements that need revision.  You will need to use the Narrative 

Nonfiction Rubric to do this.  

(2) Summarize your feedback in a letter to the writer who submitted 

the narrative piece.   

Your feedback must be constructive and useful for the writer.  It must 

support him or her in clearly understanding ways to improve his or 

her writing so that it is acceptable for resubmission. 

 

 

Role 

Audience 

Situation 

Product 

Performance 

& Purpose 

Standards 

& Criteria 
for 
Success 
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Proactive & Intentional Planning in Action 
 
Planning proactively and intentionally is not a linear or formulaic process; it is an iterative, often 
messy, process that is generally shaped by the strengths and preferences of the teachers 
themselves as they craft the learning plan.  Despite the mess and the lack of a fool-proof, step-
by-step formula, there are certain approaches and guidelines that can help guide teachers 
through the process.   
 
In this section, the fictional third and fifth grade teachers’ unit examples described in the 
sections “Learning Goals in Action” and “Assessments in Action,” are explored through a 
planning approach devised by Wiggins and McTighe (2005, pp 197-198).  The WHERETO 
acronym is a method intended to help educators think through the most important elements of 
planning for student learning.  This tool can help ensure characteristics of best learning plan 
designs are incorporated into lesson and unit plans.  Below are the key considerations of the 
WHERETO approach: 
 

 W Ensure that students understand WHERE the unit is headed, and 

WHY. 

 H HOOK students in the beginning and HOLD their attention 

throughout. 

 E EQUIP students with necessary experiences, tools, knowledge, 

and know-how to meet performance goals.   

 R Provide students with numerous opportunities to RETHINK 

[understandings], REFLECT on progress, and REVISE their work.   

 E Build in opportunities for students to EVALUATE progress and self-

assess.   

 T Be TAILORED to reflect individual talents, interests, styles, and 

needs. 

 O Be ORGANIZED to optimize deep understanding as opposed to 

superficial coverage.   
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Again, these illustrations are not meant to provide pre-packaged lesson plans or a formula that 
all teachers should follow.  The purpose is to provide ideas of ways in which the principles 
described in the first part of this chapter might be used by teachers to proactively plan and 
intentionally use strategies, materials, and grouping to address student needs and support all 
students in working towards the same worthwhile goals.   
 
 

3rd Grade Ecosystems & Conservation Unit 

Where & Why 

 
After the hook activity (below), I’ll facilitate a discussion about what it was like for students to 
complete the task.  These questions are meant to guide student thinking and include: 

 What would happen if you were only allowed to do the things that were on your slip of 
paper, but you were by yourself?  How would that have changed what you could do?     

 If one of you had to leave, and there wasn’t another student to take his or her place, 
what would happen? 

 Was anyone more or least important for completing the task?  Why do you think that? 
 
After discussing these things, I’ll let students know that we’re going to explore how these things 
happen in real life on our planet.  We’ll be working as novice ecologists to learn about 
ecosystems. Then I’ll share the content and skill goals we’ll be learning.  Because I want students 
to construct and develop their own understanding as we “uncover” the meaning, I never post 
the understand learning goals.  Instead, I’ll ask the following questions to guide our study and 
spark students’ interest: 

 Do we really need all living things?  Aren’t some things (like ants!) just a nuisance that 
we could do without? 

 What happens when we run out of a resource?   
 

Hook & Hold 

 
I want students to experience interdependence and have a basis for generating a whole-class 
discussion on how a task could not be completed without the important roles of all involved.  I 
chose an active and seemingly simple activity.  Students will be tasked with drawing and 
coloring a picture of the school playground.  There is a catch, though.  They have to do this as a 
group of six to which I assign them, and only one person in each group will be able to:   

- use the colors blue, green, or purple 
- use the colors red, yellow, or orange 
- use the colors brown, black, or grey 
- draw straight lines 
- draw curved lines 
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- move the paper from its original spot (for example, to turn it) 
 
I’ll give groups five minutes to come up with a plan before they receive the supplies.  Then I’ll 
give them another 10 to complete the drawing before bringing them inside for a whole class 
discussion (see previous “Where and Why” section).    
 
 

Equip 

 
I know there areas in which I’ll need to provide students with support and guidance in the 
developing understandings, skills, and content of our goals.  These primarily include skills that I 
will support students in developing and understandings that I will help students “uncover.”  
Below, I’ve thought through the more complex learning goals and broke them into lists that will 
have to be developed or “unpacked” with experiences, tools, knowledge, and know-how so that 
I can prepare students to complete the summative performance task. 
 
I’ll work to help students develop conceptual knowledge, but also work to guide student thinking 
about aspects of the understandings before supporting their work towards “uncovering” the full 
understandings.  It helps me to break these down during the planning process to make sure I’m 
being deliberate in designing tasks that support student development of understanding. 

Concepts: interdependence, survival, ecosystem, and resources 
Partial Understandings: organisms are interdependent with their environment; 
organisms have an important role to play in their ecosystems; use of resources can 
impact the survival of resources 

 
For the skills goals, I’ve thought through the scientific investigation skill primarily because this is 
an ongoing set of thinking and process skills that I want students to continue to develop.  Again, 
my goal is that students work towards independence on this particular skill set throughout the 
course of the science units we explore this year.  I’ve broken down any other skill goals that 
represent more complex thinking and process skill sets in a similar fashion to clarify, for my 
planning purposes, what the skill goal truly asks students to do:   

 Conduct scientific investigations in order to solve an ecology problem 
- THINKING SKILLS: Observing, asking an appropriate question, hypothesizing, 

identifying and controlling variables, conducting the experiment, data organization 
and collection, inferring, interpreting data, drawing conclusions, supporting 
conclusions with data, communicating, critically evaluating possible solutions for 
feasibility 

 Consider an ecological situation from the perspective of all living things impacted (i.e. 
plant, animal, and human) 

- Think through the given situation and identify all things present 
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- Consider the individual impact of the situation on each of those living things you 
identified 

 Present findings to a given audience, for a specified purpose 
- Determine the most important aspects of what you wish to present 
- Share details and evidence that illustrate these aspects 
- Consider what might motivate the audience to adjust the approach so that it is 

more accessible to the audience 
 
 

Rethink, Reflect, & Revise 

 
I want reflection to be an ongoing part of our daily routine in the classroom.  I’ll use the science 
logs to have students reflect on the understandings they are developing through the various 
tasks, experiences, experiments, and discussions.  I’ll ask open-ended questions that require 
students to make sense of developing understanding in light of what we have learned that day.  
Students are always permitted to communicate in pictures or diagrams, so long as their thinking 
is clear to whoever is examining their reflection.   
 
Guided group discussions through use of discussion cubes, cards or discussion-tac-toes will also 
provide time for students to reflect, rethink and revise their understandings.     
 
As a part of this unit, students will be conducting a guided experiment.  During each step of the 
process, I’ll provide feedback in students’ science logs and ask for them to respond to the 
feedback to revise their work as well as reflect on their progress as scientists. 
 

Evaluate 

 
Before we begin the science experiment, I plant to have students set goals.  We have been 
conducting a science experiment during each of our science units as we learn how to think and 
investigate phenomena like scientists.  Students will have a sense, based on feedback from the 
last unit’s experiment, of how they can grow in the thinking and process skills of conducting a 
science experiment.  Therefore, I’ll ask students to set three goals, prior to even introducing the 
science experiment for this unit, about how they wish to grow or improve as scientists 
conducting science experiments.  They will then be asked to follow those goals with a plan for 
how they will work towards them.  I will provide ongoing opportunities for students to self-
assess in their science log during this unit.   
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Tailored 

 
Using the assessment data from pre- and formative assessments, I’ll work to address student 
needs, interests, and preferences in the following ways: 

 I’ll collaborate with my inclusion/co-teaching partner to address the needs of my 
students with IEPs.  She is a great resource in helping develop scaffolding and think of 
supports for students who need it (not just those on her case load)!  She also tends to 
have insight into needs I might be overlooking.  

 During guided group discussions, I plan to have two or three different discussion cubes, 
each of which support students in talking about the ideas (i.e. the use of resources in an 
ecosystem and the impact of using resources on the survival of the ecosystem) but 
provides varied levels of complexity.   

 When we explore the different ecosystems, I’ll group students based on their interests.  
That way, students have the chance to research and explore the role and importance of 
an organism in which they are most interested.    

 There will be times we’ll need to read about ecosystems.  I plan to use a Jigsaw 
strategy, intentionally grouping students into Expert groups that are based on students’ 
reading levels.  I’ll scaffold the complexity of the reading material and discussion 
questions of the Expert groups.  This will equip all students with what they need to 
share the information they’ve gained with their Teaching groups.    

 I’ll be grouping students into science teams based on student needs in conducting a 
science experiment.  All students will be conducting the experiment, and all are 
developing their thinking and process skills as a scientist, yet I’ll be able to give 
intentional levels of support and challenge to all students when students are grouped 
according to need.   

 

Organized to Optimize 

 
As a part of each unit, we’ve made it a habit to end two or three classes each week discussing 
our developing understandings and keeping track of them on an anchor chart paper.  I usually 
ask students to do a think-pair-share.  Students reflect in their science logs during the think time, 
share their thinking with their share partners (I rotate these out every so often), and then we 
come together as a class to discuss our thinking.   
 
Some other strategies or resources I’ll incorporate or use as a part of these times include: 

 Concept maps 

 Graffiti activity 

 Concept development 

 Six Facets Question Starters  
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5th Grade Narrative Nonfiction Reading Unit 

Where & Why 

 

After the hook activity (below), I’ll let students know that we’re going to explore how to 
evaluate narrative nonfiction writing in a way that experts would.  Then I’ll share the content 
and skills goals we’ll be working on.  Because I want students to construct and develop their 
own understanding as we “uncover” the meaning, I don’t post the understand learning goals.  
Instead, I’ll ask the following questions to guide our study and provoke student thinking: 

 What makes great writing so great?   

 If everyone has different opinions and preferences, how can we ever know for sure?   

 Is it possible to “know it when we see it” or read it?   

 Can two very different pieces of writing both be considered great?  How is this possible?   
 

Hook & Hold 

 
So often we give students the criteria on which we plan to evaluate their writing, and then teach 
them to write in ways that meet those criteria.  For this unit, I want students to think of 
themselves as evaluators, and to equip them with the skills to read and evaluate writing.  
Because of this, I felt it was important to get students emotionally invested and curious before 
we began this unit.  This determined my hook activity.   
 
I’ll tell students they have been asked to decide on the winning story of a competition.  Judges 
have narrowed it down to two stories, and they are going to hear both before voting.  I’ll then 
read aloud two narratives, one that would grab the students’ attention, connect with the 
reader, and includes great detail/describing words, and another that is short on detail and style 
and slightly boring.  Then I’ll have students turn in a slip of paper with their vote. Quickly, I’ll 
make it look like I’m “counting” the votes and tell students the winner of the contest is the 
second story.   
 
As students express outrage, I’ll have them have them meet together in a group I have 
previously determined and ask them to give me three good reasons why they think the other 
story should win.  I’ll give each group three sticky notes, one for every reason.  I’ll have students 
share these reasons and stick them on the board, helping them sort similar reasons together.  I’ll 
then write down the main ideas of what they have come up with (4-5 ideas), “So what I’m 
hearing you say is…”  This is an important first step in helping prompt their thinking as they 
begin constructing their own understanding.   We’ll following this hook activity with a discussion 
(see “Where and Why” section above).      
 
 



Copyright © 2015 Jennifer K. Dimeo | educationalcompost.com 
For individual educator use only.  Do not copy, print, or distribute without permission from the author. 

18 

 

Equip 

 
I’ve spent time going through the learning goals, and I know there will be areas in which I’ll 
need to provide students with support and guidance.  These primarily include skills that I will 
support students in developing and understandings that I will help students “uncover.”  Below, 
I’ve thought through the more complex learning goals and worked to list the things that will 
have to be developed or “unpacked” with experiences, tools, knowledge, and know-how so 
that I can prepare students to complete the summative performance task. 
 
Helping students develop conceptual understanding is a process of “whole-part-whole” with 
plenty of time for reflection and revision or rethinking built in to help them develop them 
through the course of the unit.  I’ve broken these down to make sure I’m being deliberate in 
designing tasks that support students’ work towards uncovering the full understandings. 

Concepts: effective communication, compelling writing, voice, structure, word choice 
Partial Understandings: compelling writers connect to their readers; voice is the unique 
way writers use a variety of tools to connect to the reader; effective word choice 
balances sincerity and descriptive use of words 

After looking through the skills goals, I’ve realized that some of the skills I have listed are 
actually comprised of a set of thinking and process skills.  I’ve worked to break these down into 
sub-skills so that I can be clear about the skills I want students to develop and how best to 
support that process for them.  These sub-skills are listed beneath the original skill goals:   

 Read and evaluate narrative writing by creating a rubric that defines and describes 
individual components present in quality writing (specifically, narrative writing, for this 
unit) 

- Gather examples of quality narrative nonfiction writing 
- Make a list of key indicators of quality writing 
- Gather samples of narrative nonfiction writing that reflects a range of quality, sort 

into categories (e.g. “first steps” “on your way” “nicely done” and “cream of the 
crop”) 

- Justify your reasons for placing samples in each category 
- Use these reasons to help define the descriptions on the rubric 
- Test out your rubric on writing samples. 

 Describe how the development of the main character and the plot contribute to the 
quality of a piece of writing 

- How does the character change his circumstances or is changed by his 
circumstances? 

- How are these changes reflective of the kinds of situations that people face? 
- What happens to the character and in the story? 
- How does the author describes these things? 

 Tools of a powerful voice and effective word choice 
- Recognizing these tools in writing and identify how they are used to connect to and 

engage the reader 
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Rethink, Reflect, & Revise 

 
Reflection is an ongoing part of our daily reader’s workshop routine.  Regardless of the reading 
assignment (e.g. read to self, read to someone, guided reading or literature discussion groups), 
students are reading daily and taking 5-10 minutes to reflect in their reading logs.  I’ll use these 
reflection opportunities to have students reflect on the understandings they are developing 
through the various tasks, experiences, and discussions.  I’ll ask specific open-ended questions to 
support students in making sense of their developing understandings in light of what we have 
learned that day.   
 
As a part of this unit, students will be creating a rubric to evaluate quality narrative nonfiction 
writing.  During each step of the process, I’ll ask students to reflect in their reading logs or on a 
tool used during guided group discussions or activities.  I’ll provide feedback in students’ reading 
logs or on the assignments they turn in and ask for them to respond to the feedback to revise 
their work.  Guided group discussions through use of discussion cubes, cards or discussion-tac-
toes will also provide time for students to reflect, rethink and revise their understandings.     
 

Evaluate 

 
Because reflection is an ongoing part of our daily reader’s workshop routine, the reading log 
reflection times will also provide a space for students to reflect on their growing competency in 
evaluating narrative nonfiction writing.  I’ll plan to ask questions that guide students in self-
evaluating what they have learned about quality narrative writing and how that has changed 
their perspective as readers.  Because we are also creating a rubric to evaluate narrative 
nonfiction writing, we’ll have the opportunity to use that during our writer’s workshop and I can 
ask students to reflect on their growth as writers as they have explored qualities that make 
writing powerful and compelling.   
 

Tailored 

 
The assessment data from pre- and formative assessments, will provide insights as to student 
needs relative to the learning goals.  I’ve also worked this year to deliberately discover student 
strengths in both informal and formal ways.  I give regular interest inventories to gauge which 
topics, genres, or books students are interested in, and I’ll occasionally give an assignment for 
their morning work like a “me graph” that provides additional information into strengths and 
preferences.  I’m also working to intentionally observe student behavior for potentially hidden 
strengths, even those behaviors that see undesirable at first glance.  I’ll use that information to 
help me address student needs, interests, and preferences in the following ways: 

 I’ll collaborate with my inclusion/co-teaching partner to address the needs of my 
students with IEPs.  She is a great resource in helping develop scaffolding and think of 
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supports for students who need it (not just those on her case load)!  She also tends to 
have insight into needs I might be overlooking.  

 During guided group discussions, I plan to have two or three different discussion cubes 
that ask students to consider qualities of powerful voice and effective, compelling 
writing, but which also vary in complexity.   

 When students are reading and sorting different narrative writing samples, I’ll group 
students based on one of two ways: (1) their interests in topics, and (2) their reading 
levels.  That way, students have the chance to see themselves in a variety of group 
situations and work towards the same goals.   

 I’ll also provide opportunities for students who struggle with reading to listen to 
narrative samples that I have recorded, as long as they follow along.  I’ll use this 
approach during times where we are thinking about ideas rather than practicing or 
evaluating individual reading comprehension.   

 Finally, when students are working on our rubric project, I will group them according to 
the levels of scaffolding and support they will need.  All students will be working 
towards the same goals during those activities, developing thinking skills and 
understandings, yet I’ll be able to give intentional levels of support and challenge 
commensurate to student needs. 

 

Organized to Optimize 

 
I like to guide students in constructing their understanding through reading log reflections and 
guided group discussions, before bringing the class together to see where we have come in our 
thinking.  We generally always answer our guiding questions with our ideas, right from the start 
of the unit, and then take time every two or three days to revise our thoughts as we grow in our 
understanding.  The journey to our understanding is documented on our anchor charts that are 
hung up in the room throughout the course of the unit.   The crossing off and revisions on these 
charts become a part of our learning process.  When the unit has concluded, and we’ve arrived 
at our understandings, we add it to our “understanding reading and writing” wall.    
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