READING UNIT OVERVIEWS: FOURTH GRADE

Unit 1: Reading With Stamina and Meaning and Losing Oneself in the Story
The first few months are all about getting kids back into the routines of school after having the summer off.  This is mainly a time to get the students readjusted to the routines of school and the workshop model, while boosting their motivation for the school year.  You want your kids to be invested in the reading block of your day, so the more interested in reading you get them, the more apt they are to progress quickly toward significant gains.

You should assess your students with both a comprehension diagnostic within the first week of school, and a running record.  Make it a goal to finish running records on the students as soon as possible, so that you can incorporate a lesson reflecting your reading big goal for the school year, and what students need to accomplish during the course of the school year. (See assessments section for more information.)  

The lesson objectives for this unit center around mastering workshop routines, choosing books that suit the students’ interests and levels, and building the students’ ability to read independently for a long range of time.  It is suggested that you kick off the reader’s workshop by placing a basket of “easy” books at each table group of students for them to sort through and practice the skills you model during the mini-lessons.  For a third grade classroom, pick out books from your library that are around a first grade level, so that your students will not feel overwhelmed with difficult texts in the beginning.  As the students learn how to find books at their level and you test their reading levels, then the students will be able to read with a “just right book.”  Once again, the most important objective of this unit is mastering routines!

Ideas for Unit Themes: 

· “The Hunt for Your Favorite Genre” – ending with a reading of a book in your favorite genre to a student in Kindergarten or First Grade.

· “Book Race Challenge” – challenging group members to a book race (good for tracking and investment.)

Unit 2: Building Schema and Making Connections

The first part of this reading unit focuses on an important reading strategy that allows students to vocalize ideas pertaining to their own lives.  These connections include text-to-self, text-to-world, text-to-text, and text-to-media connections, and it is recommended that you introduce them in this order.  

This skill helps the students think about what they are reading while they are reading it.  It is suggested that you utilize post-its during this unit in order to have the students actually stick their thoughts in their books while they are reading it.  The class can later use the post-its to come back to and talk about during shares or discussions.

The second part of this reading unit centers around building “schema.”  I have come to think of schema as an abstract concept of the “plan” of the text.  It refers to aspects of texts that appear in non-fiction and fiction pieces such as the way the text is organized (plot, characters, setting, resolution, climax, theme, etc. for fiction and main ideas, facts and details, subsections, and pictures and captions for non-fiction texts).  During this part of the unit, it is important to incorporate from a variety of genres and texts, in order to get a better understanding of how texts are organized.  

Ideas for Unit Themes:

· “Post-it Challenge” or “Post-it Masters”  - competition for the “deepest” connections

Unit 3: Characters, Setting, and Theme

This unit is based on the teacher’s college unit on characters, and it corresponds to the “Just So” Stories that students will be creating for a procedural narrative.  During the first part of the unit, it is a good idea to utilize stories that correspond to the writing block, in order to give students a good definition of what they will be producing themselves.  

After about a week of this immersion period, then utilize a variety of genres in order to compare and contrast the characters that you find within them.  The students will be able to understand that characters are more than just physical descriptions in their books.  Characters act and are affected by other characters; they have feelings, they grow, they change, and a reader can compare and contrast different characters.

Ideas for Unit Themes:

Unit 4: Nonfiction Reading: Science-Based Reading

Many students have an amazing grasp of non-fiction texts, and many students have not been exposed to very much non-fiction in the earlier grades.  For fourth grade, many teachers have found it successful to incorporate science or social studies in these lessons.  Since fourth graders take a State Science Exam in May, science is heavily focused upon for fourth grade.  

During this unit, it is important to first immerse students into the parts of non-fiction texts such as titles, subheadings, pictures, captions, table of contents, index, glossary, diagrams, charts, etc.  Using post-its to ask questions about what they are reading also enables students to address gaps in their comprehension.  I suggest utilizing a lot of Shared Reading texts instead of Read Alouds, in order to let the children see the important aspects of the non-fiction pieces first-hand.  

The reading strategies, besides asking questions, that fit well with this unit include but are not limited to: finding main idea, summarizing, using context clues to figure out new words, differentiating between fact and opinion, defining author’s purpose, (inform, persuade, describe or entertain,) and using evidence from the text to support your opinions. 

Ideas for Themes:

· “Natural Disasters” (earthquakes, volcanoes, hurricanes, etc.)

· “Ecosystems of the World”

· “Systems of the Body”

Unit 5: Author Study and Test Prep

This unit comes before the State/City Exams that students will need to take in January and it centers around an author study.  (Test-prep is often incorporated as a completely separate block from that of literacy and often includes test-prep materials that your school may or may not provide.) The author study is a good study to do at this point because a lot of what you will teach in Reading Workshop has already been introduced to them at some point in the school year.  This gives you a chance to maintain the routine of Reading Workshop while giving you extra time to prepare your class for the ELA test in January.

This unit requires that each student pick a book by the author that has been chosen to focus upon.  This allows them to really get to know the author’s style of writing as well as the craft that they often include in their texts.   In addition, students will be able to practice the comprehension strategies they learned in all of the units thus far.  This unit takes the comprehension aspect a step further by teaching the students how to look across texts for similarities and differences, as well as how to grow ideas the author’s craft. 

Finally, this is a good time to work in reading partnerships.  Pair up students who want to read in the same series, and teach partners how to prepare for their book talks and how important quality talk is to their understanding of their books.  Also stress the importance of citing the actual text, including TURNING to that page, during their partner talks.  You will have to teach them how quality talk looks in reading partnerships and MODEL, MODEL, MODEL good partnership conversations.

You might want to teach them conversational prompts like:

· What part of the text makes you think that?

· Can you say more about that?

· I agree with you.  Here’s why… (refers to text)

· Another example is …

· I disagree because…

· I am confused.  This is what I think you’re saying… is that right?

· Do you agree with my idea?  Why or why not?

Some students may be ready to start book clubs toward the end of the unit.  It could be a good idea to create one book club for the students who really excel in talk to have students “pilot” the book clubs in your classroom.   When it becomes time for the whole class to begin book clubs, they will be able to offer help to the other students.    

Author suggestions: Cynthia Rylant, Roald Dahl

Unit 6: Reading With Close Comprehension: Genre-Based Book Clubs

Although Book Clubs (sometimes called literature circles) are amazing ways to get students motivated, and engaged in reading and sharing ideas with other students, their success is often contingent about classroom management.  If it is overwhelming to introduce Book Clubs at this point, then simply provide students with their leveled texts and have them engage in discussions during the share part of the reader’s workshop.  Making Book Clubs an incentive to good behavior choices!

That said, before beginning book clubs, it is important that your students have experience working in reading partnerships, especially having success in the “talk” component of partnerships.  Book clubs are a good way to study a specific genre of reading.  This unit focuses on reading mysteries, a genre that students really enjoy studying.  

Book clubs usually consists of 3-5 students on similar reading levels all reading the exact same book.  The students in the book club will read the book at the same pace, all stopping at certain chapters and discussing the book before moving on to the next section of reading.  The students in book clubs will make most decisions as a group, like how many pages to read, what the consequences will be if someone doesn’t read, and what to discuss during their conversations.  

This unit requires the students to be able to engage in high-level talk.  It is very important that the club stays on one idea for a while, discussing it, referring to the text, and asking questions of each other and their ideas.  

As a teacher, you have a dual role when conferring with individuals or clubs.  As usual, you will confer with students in order to check their comprehension, fluency, and ability to practice new reading strategies.  In addition to that, you will also act as a “coach,” coaching the students on what to say during their book club meetings in terms of ideas and how to speak with one another.  For example, you might kneel next to a student during book clubs and help them with what to say when there is a lull in the conversation.  You might whisper in the student’s ear, “Joe, can you see if anyone else agrees with your idea by asking ‘does anyone agree with me?’”

Ideas for themes:

· “Mystery Book Clubs” (or other genre students may have expressed interest in)

Unit 7: Book Clubs Around Inference and Interpretation

While immersing students into a unit around inference, it is crucial that students are able to cite the text for evidence of their opinions.  Many students may have an uncanny ability to use background knowledge in  order to back up opinions or ideas about the text, but may have much difficulty going back to the text and pick out actual details from it.  Therefore, it may be necessary to incorporate mini-lessons on “picking out evidence” or “finding the details” that support the students’ ideas.

After this, students need to build a definition of an inference as a thought about a text that activates background knowledge while using facts or details from the text as support.  Introducing this concept to them in symbolic form may help, by comparing it to “reading between the lines,” “looking at what’s beneath the surface,” or “figuring out what’s behind the red curtains.” 

Although making inferences can be an abstract concept that many students may not understand, you can integrate a formula for how to make them: Inference = Background Knowledge + Evidence.  There are also several clear-cut inference strategies as follows:

· Infer new words by using context clues and knowledge of prefixes, suffixes, roots and similar words.

· Infer setting by using historical and geographical knowledge and using clues of both aspects from the text.

· Infer character traits by using evidence and background knowledge of people like those characters.

· Make inferences by answering questions you asked on post-its earlier.

· Make inferences by predicting and using evidence from the text.

· Infer theme by using background knowledge of common themes and evidence. 

Unit 8: Book Clubs Around Social Issues (Corresponds with Journalism Unit)

This unit corresponds well with the social studies standards for third grade, which revolves around the theme “Communities Around the World.”  In it, students will be able to build upon what was previously learned in the first non-fiction unit.  This also gives students an opportunity to learn more about the social justice issues around the world, incorporating current events and pressing topics.

Before beginning, you need to decide whether you want to decide on the issues for them to study (like bullying, peer pressure, poverty, etc.) or if you’d like the students to do that work.  You also need to decide if you want the students to read just chapter books on those issues or if you’d like them to read an assortment of genres about that theme (picture books, non-fiction, poem, etc).  You could organize the book clubs by theme, instead of by ability, with each student reading different texts but discussing the same issues as a group.  In terms of organizing your books, they can be in leveled baskets or themed baskets.
Unit 9: Content Area Reading in Book Clubs

The Content Area Reading usually corresponds with the poetry writing unit.  Because poetry is very short, and does not take much time to read, however, many curriculum incorporate aspects found in poetry such as sensory details and figurative language.  

Unit 10: Reading Projects: Building a Reading Life

Many schools and teachers end the year with a reading project that should encompass most of the skills learned in previous units.  Oftentimes, this unit is in the form of a biography about an inspiring person.  

Students can read picture books as well as novels in this study because there are quite a few quality picture books in both genres.  For the Historical Fiction study, you will have to decide if you want students to be reading all about the same era, or if each book club can read about a different era.  It will be important that students learn to pay close attention to the time and era within their books because they won’t be able to use their personal experiences as a guide.  

Because the students will already have significant experience in book clubs, this unit will focus on improving the level of talk during clubs in terms of productivity and quality of ideas.  The main skills taught in this unit are questioning, inferring, determining importance, and responding to the text.

