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CURRICULUM OUTLINE ORGANIZER 

MAIN TOPICS / TEXTS 

Example: Lord of the Flies -- male aggression 

Example: Periodic elements 

POSSIBLE CONNECTIONS 

Example: Scientific exploration of male aggression  

Example: The dangers of chromium in our 

community 
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ENHANCING CURRICULUM & STUDENT LEARNING: COLLABORATING ACROSS 

DISCIPLINES to USE ENGAGING NON-FICTION 

Susan Chenelle susanchenelle@gmail.com 

Audrey Fisch afisch@njcu.edu 

 

HOW TO FIND GREAT INFORMATIONAL TEXTS 
Finding the right informational text can seem daunting, but it is possible and can be very rewarding for both you 

and your students. Sometimes you’ll find the right piece with your first internet search; other times it can be a 

very time-consuming hunt. The key is finding pieces that your students will want to read either because they 

connect with what you’ve been doing in class or because they are topically interesting to them. So, here are 

some tips and resources. 

 

TIPS 

 Get to know the New York Times Learning Network – written and edited by teachers, an enormous 

trove of lesson plans based on articles related to timely issues as well as commonly taught novels (be 

sure to check out their new “Text to Text” feature) 

 Set Google news alerts for topic-related key words 

 

CURRENT EVENTS / ISSUES 

 NYT Learning Network (M, H) http://learning.blogs.nytimes.com 

 Newsela (E, M, H)   http://www.newsela.com 

 PBS NewsHour Extra (M, H)  http://www.pbs.org/newshour/extra 

 TweenTribune (M, H)   http://tweentribune.com 

 CNN Student News (M, H)  http://www.cnn.com/studentnews 

 Time for Kids (E, M)   http://www.timeforkids.com 

 Slate (H)    http://www.slate.com 

 Kelly Gallagher’s AOW (H)  http://www.kellygallagher.org/article-of-the-week 

 The Digital Textbook (H)   http://englishcompanion.com/resources/digital-textbook 

 

HISTORY, SCIENCE, TECHNOLOGY and HEALTH 

 Library of Congress (M, H)  http://www.loc.gov/teachers 

 CommonLit (M, H)   http://www.commonlit.org 

 Facing History (M, H)   http://www.facinghistory.org 

 NewseumED (M, H)   https://newseumed.org/our-edcollections/ 

 PsychologyToday (M, H)  http://www.psychologytoday.com 

 ReadWorks (M)   http://www.readworks.org 

 ScienceDaily (M, H)   http://www.sciencedaily.com 

 ScienceNews for Students (M, H) http://www.sciencenewsforstudents.org 

 Business Week (M, H)  http://www.businessweek.com 

 TeensHealth (M, H)   http://teenshealth.org/teen 

 Wired (H)    http://www.wired.com 

 Wonderopolis (M)   http://www.wonderopolis.com 

 

SPORTS and ENTERTAINMENT 

 NPR music/entertainment (M, H)  http://www.npr.org/series/100920965/music-articles/  

 Sports Illustrated for Kids (M, H) http://www.sikids.com
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PREPARING AN INFORMATIONAL TEXT 

Finding a great informational text is just the first step. Your students may not be prepared to read it. 

Support their success with the text by scaffolding the reading process and anticipating stumbling 

blocks. 

 

STEP 1: Don’t overload your students  

Challenge: Length – Though we do not want to shy away from readings of challenging length, many 

informational texts are too long and/or go beyond your instructional goals. 

 

Strategy: Use excerpts -- While we want to expose our students to rigorous texts, that doesn’t mean 

that they always have to read the entire text. Try to keep essential features intact, but exclude material 

that does not serve your instructional purposes. 

 

 
 

In the above example, we cut part of the fruit flies article that discussed other experiments regarding 

fruit flies. Removing it doesn’t undermine students’ comprehension of the key ideas.  

 

STEP 2: Identify key vocabulary (not too many!) 

 

STEP 3: Create pre-reading activities that front-load both key vocabulary and concepts 

See vocabulary handout for examples of types of activities. Choose those that best suit your 

instructional goals, available time, and students’ literacy needs. 

 

STEP 4: Create discussion questions that lead students to notice and articulate key concepts and 

textual features 

Incorporate these into a sidebar alongside the text so that you can use them to guide your students’ 

reading of the text. 

 

STEP 5: Create PARCC-style multiple-choice questions to check for understanding 

These should address vocabulary in context, key ideas and details, integration of knowledge and ideas, 

and craft and structure. You don’t always have to do this, and you can use it as an informal assessment 

if you like. But it will help if students are used to seeing these types of questions.  Students can also 

make up these questions (in teams, for example). 
 

STEP 6: Create follow-up writing and discussion activities that ask students to articulate key 

ideas and use textual evidence 

These post-reading writing and discussion questions should ask students to demonstrate their 

comprehension of key ideas from the informational text using textual evidence. While some of these 

questions can address just the informational text itself, others should put the informational text in 

dialogue with another text (a literary text or another informational text).  
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TIME TO GET STARTED 

Now, it’s your turn to start creating a unit that puts an informational text into rewarding dialogue with 

a text (literary or informational) that you already teach.  

Start with steps 1 and 2. Once you’ve found your informational text, you can select which of the 

remaining steps that you want to start working on now. The worksheets that follow will help you get 

started on whichever element(s) you choose. If you are working in collaboration with others, you can 

divide up the tasks. 

TASKS 

1. Identify an idea or text for a possible cross-disciplinary informational text connection 

2. Find your informational text(s) 

3. Cut/excerpt informational text(s) 

4. Identify key vocabulary (not too many, essential words for the text) 

5. Create pre-reading vocabulary activities that front-load key vocabulary and concepts 

6. Create sidebar reading prompts that highlight key concepts and textual features 

7. Create PARCC-style multiple-choice and open-ended questions 

8. Create a class project/activity and reflection that allows students to collaborate, engage other skills, 

and be creative 

9. Find an engaging media link to increase motivation and engagement 
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WRITING PRE-READING VOCABULARY QUESTIONS 

Make up some pre-reading vocabulary questions about your selected informational text. Look 

for opportunities to front-load key concepts from the informational text within your vocabulary 

questions. 

 

USE CONTEXT CLUES 

Write a couple of straightforward sentences that provide context clues for the key vocabulary 

word and, ideally, introduce key concepts from the informational text. Then, draft one or more 

questions that ask students to use the context you have provided to determine the meaning of the 

key vocabulary word.  

EXAMPLE: The research began with a hypothesis about what causes aggression. The scientists 

tested their theory with experiments. Based on the context, what is a scientific hypothesis? Why 

do scientists need to test a hypothesis with experiments? 
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MORE CONTEXT CLUES 

This PARCC-style question has two parts. Part 1: Draft a sentence using a key vocabulary word 

and providing context clues. Then, follow up this sentence with a multiple-choice prompt. Part 2: 

Draft a question that asks students to identify which word(s) from the sentence in Part 1 best 

helps them understand the meaning of the key vocabulary word. 

EXAMPLE: 

PART 1: 

The researchers tested genetically modified fruit flies that had been engineered so that their 

neurons would react to a certain temperature in the environment. Genetically modified here 

means 

a) aggressive 

b) reactive 

c) scientifically altered 

d) professionally trained 

PART 2: 

Which word from the sentence above best helps the reader understand the meaning of genetically 

modified? 

a) engineered 

b) react 

c) researchers 

d) environment 
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USE THE DICTIONARY 

1. Draft one or more open-ended questions regarding a key vocabulary word for the student to 

answer after having looked up the definition in the dictionary. Notice that this question asks 

students to go beyond just looking up the dictionary definition and actually use their 

understanding of the word to answer the question. 

EXAMPLE: 

If someone wants to be a neuroscientist, that person is most likely interested in what? Why do 

you think someone might become interested in neuroscience? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Draft one or more open-ended questions that require the student to use the dictionary in order 

to understand the uncommon meaning of a common word. 

EXAMPLE: 

Gorman writes that, “When these neurons were silenced, the researchers were able to decrease 

aggression.” These neurons weren’t shushed or kept from making noise. What does silenced 

mean in this instance? How do you think neurons can be silenced? 
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PRACTICE USING THE WORD CORRECTLY 

Draft one or more sentences students must complete with the appropriate form of a key 

vocabulary word. Notice that this type of question also serves to reinforce the meaning of the 

new word while allowing the students to practice different word forms. 

EXAMPLE: 

The principal has _____ that if students are well fed, they will do better on their schoolwork. He 

plans to test his ______ by offering good breakfasts to all students. 

a) hypothesis … hypothesize 

b) hypothesized … hypothesis 

c) hypothesize … hypothesize 

d) hypothesis … hypothesization 
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VOCABULARY SKITS 

Provide a short, student-friendly definition of a key vocabulary word, followed by a few sample 

sentences using the word. Use some of these model sentences to begin to introduce key ideas 

about the informational reading, when possible. Then create a scenario for the students to base 

their skit on. The skit scenario may also introduce key ideas from the reading. 

EXAMPLE: 

tussle - to have a fight; a fight, brawl, scuffle 

 I think men are more likely to get into tussles than women. 

 My father always wants to tussle with me about my chores, but I am doing the best I can. 

 The endless tussles in Congress would be amusing if they didn’t have such important 

implications for our future. 

Scenario: Create a skit in which a group of scientists discuss the relationship between gender 

and aggression. Are men naturally more aggressive than women? Are women less likely to 

get into tussles than men? (Feel free to have the scientists get into a verbal (but not physical) 

tussle during their conversation.) 
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USING INFORMATIONAL TEXT TEMPLATE 

Once you’ve found an informational text that you want to create a unit around, use this template to put 

it into a format to facilitate reading and discussion. 

 

SHORT INTRODUCTION TO THE TEXT 

(optional) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

INFORMATIONAL TEXT GOES HERE  

(remember, feel free to cut any parts of the text that 

stray from your instructional goals) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

READING and DISCUSSION 

QUESTION TYPES 

 

Reflect on aspects of craft and 

structure (title, subheadings, 

captions). 

 

Reflect on the type of informational 

text, purpose, source, credibility, etc. 

 

Vocabulary: Follow-up on your pre-

reading vocabulary exercises with 

discussion of how the words are used 

in the informational text. 

 

Key idea: Draw attention to key 

ideas. Ask students to put them in 

their own words. 

 

Notice key details and ask students 

how they contribute to the text’s 

overall meaning, purpose, or 

argument. 
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WRITING PARCC-STYLE MULTIPLE-CHOICE QUESTIONS 
Please make up some PARCC-style multiple-choice questions about your selected informational text. 

Don’t forget to include right and wrong answers! 

 

VOCABULARY IN CONTEXT: PART 1 VOCABULARY IN CONTEXT: PART 2 

Question format: What is the meaning of X as 

used in this sentence/paragraph? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Question format: Which phrase from the 

sentence/paragraph best helps the reader 

understand the meaning of X? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

KEY IDEAS and DETAILS: PART 1 KEY IDEAS and DETAILS: PART 2 

Question formats:  

 What is the central idea(s) of the reading? 

 Which two statements best summarize 

the theme/main idea of the text? 

 What claim/argument does the 

author/text make? 

Question formats:  

 Which sentence(s)/piece(s) of evidence 

from the text best support the answer to 

the question above?   

 Choose two quotations/examples/pieces of 

evidence that support the answer to the 

question above. 

 Which piece of evidence below does NOT 

support the answer to the question above? 
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INTEGRATION of KNOWLEDGE and 

IDEAS: PART 1 

INTEGRATION of KNOWLEDGE and 

IDEAS: PART 2 

Question format:  

 Which question is unanswered by the 

reading?  

 What is one question the article answers? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Question format:  

 Which statement IS true and/or is answered 

by the reading related to the question 

above?  

 Which quotation from the article best 

reflects an inference that supports the 

answer to Part 1? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CRAFT and STRUCTURE: PART 1 CRAFT and STRUCTURE: PART 2 

Question formats:  

 What is the function of sentence 

A/paragraph A?  

 How does sentence A/paragraph A 

contribute to the theme/argument of the 

text? 

 In this sentence/phrase/paragraph, the 

author writes X.  Which paraphrase best 

explains the author’s ideas/thinking here?  

 

Question formats:  

 In what other section of the text is the idea 

of sentence A/paragraph A discussed? 

 Where in the text are the ideas introduced 

in sentence A/paragraph A further 

developed? 

 Which words/phrases/sentence in the text 

best help you understand the meaning of 

the phrase under consideration in the 

question above? 

 Which example from the text illustrates 

the idea/meaning of the idea/thinking in 

the question above? 
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WRITING FOLLOW-UP WRITING AND DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

Make up some open-ended writing and discussion questions about your selected informational text. 

While some of the questions will focus just on aspects of the informational text, others should put the 

informational text and another text (literary or informational) into dialogue. Both types of questions 

should require students to use textual evidence to support their responses. 

 

WRITING AND DISCUSSION – INFORMATIONAL TEXT ONLY 

These questions should ask students to think about the craft and structure or key ideas and details 

of the informational text.  

EXAMPLE: 

James Gorman discusses research on aggression in fruit flies by a group of scientists.   

 Why, according to Gorman, are the scientists interested in aggression in fruit flies?  

 What have these scientists discovered about aggression in fruit flies? What are the 

implications of their discoveries for humans? What questions remain unanswered by the 

research?   

Use information and textual evidence from the article to support your response. Be sure to follow 

the conventions of standard English.  
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WRITING AND DISCUSSION – INFORMATIONAL TEXT IN DIALOGUE 

These questions should ask students to integrate key ideas and details from the informational text 

with those of another related text (literary or another informational text). 

EXAMPLE: 

Use what you’ve learned about male fruit fly aggression in James Gorman’s article in relation to 

the excerpt from William Golding’s Lord of the Flies.  

 How might the scene from Lord of the Flies reflect the concerns about aggression in 

Gorman’s article?    

 How might the scientists Gorman discusses analyze the behavior of the boys in the 

scene? If the scientists could study the boys, what might they be interested in learning 

more about?  

 How does Gorman’s discussion of male fruit fly aggression change the way you read this 

scene in Lord of the Flies? Do you find this a compelling way to think about this scene 

and/or the novel generally? Why or why not? 
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CLASS ACTIVITY 

Create a class project/activity that allows students to collaborate, engage other skills, and be 

creative. Be sure to include a reflection requirement that will help you assess students’ individual 

participation and comprehension of the texts and ideas and help your students build their 

metacognitive skills and own their own learning. 

EXAMPLE: 

Talk Show on Aggression in Fruit Flies and Humans 

Task: Your goal is to conduct a TV talk show debate around the question, “Is aggression genetic?” The 

discussion will incorporate the viewpoints of multiple guests, including scientists, experts on aggression, 

and one or more characters from Lord of the Flies. Each student will be required to determine (based on 

research and/or understanding of the texts read in class) how his/her character would act and speak during 

the debate. 

 

Talk show host or co-hosts: Prepares questions for both panelists and audience members. Acts as 

moderator for the debate, asking questions of the panelists and audience members, and promoting balanced 

and civil discussion among all parties. 

 

Panelists: 

* James Gorman    * Jack 

* David J. Anderson, neuroscientist  * William Golding 

* Piggy     * Other characters from Lord of the Flies, as desired 

 

Outside experts (these experts will be expected to offer evidence to back up their assertions about the 

origins of aggression): 

 Outside experts on aggression in athletes 

 Outside experts on aggression among girls 

 Outside experts on cyberbullying 

 

In addition, each student must produce the following: 

 

1. Explanation of character: Write a reflective narrative in which you explain how you went about 

determining how your character would act, what he or she would say during the debate in response to 

particular questions, and how he or she would perceive and react to the other characters. Justify (with 

textual evidence) how your character’s words and actions make sense based on your research and/or your 

understanding of Lord of the Flies and the fruit fly informational text and any additional research you 

might have consulted. 

 

2. Post-debate evaluation: 1) Write a reflection in which you evaluate how the talk-show debate was 

conducted. Discuss how well your classmates represented their characters: did their words and actions 

make sense for their roles? 2) Reflecting on the informational text readings, Lord of the Flies, yours and 

your peers’ research, as well as the exchange of ideas during the debate, discuss the essential question: “Is 

aggression genetic?” How has your understanding of this question changed in any way? 
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Using Informational Text to Teach  
To Kill a Mockingbird 

“The resource I've been waiting for!”  
—Amanda DeAngelo, English teacher, Secaucus High School 

 
In this volume, we offer informational texts connected to Harper Lee’s To Kill a 
Mockingbird. Readings range in genre (inaugural address, historical analysis, 
autobiography, etiquette book, newspaper editorial, and Supreme Court decision) and topic 
(the Depression, entails, etiquette, the right to a lawyer, stereotypes, lynching, 
miscegenation, and heroism). Each informational text is part of a student-friendly unit, with 
reading strategies, vocabulary activities, and writing/discussion prompts. 
 
Teachers need to incorporate nonfiction in ways that enhance their teaching of literature. 
The Using Informational Text to Teach Literature series is an invaluable supportive tool. 

                        April 2014 • 171 pages •Paperback $35.00 978-1-4758-0680-9 •eBook $34.99 978-1-4758-0681-6 
 

Using Informational Text to Teach A Raisin in the Sun 
“This text takes all the intricacies of the Common Core State Standards and packages 
them neatly into a format that actually works in a real classroom.” — Meaghan W. 
Freeman, English teacher, Willsboro Central School, New York 
 
In this second volume, we offer readings connected to A Raisin in the Sun, ranging in 
genre (commencement address, historical and cultural analysis, government report, 
socioeconomic research study, and Supreme Court decision) and topic (housing 
discrimination past and present, abortion, the racial and cultural politics of hair, 
socioeconomic mobility and inequality, the violence associated with housing 
desegregation, and the struggle against the legacy of systemic racism).  

 February 2016 • 252 pages 
• Paperback $40.00 978-1-4758-2154-3 • eBook $39.99 978-1-4758-2155-0 

 

Connecting Across Disciplines: Collaborating With Informational Text 
“Practical and timely, Connecting Across Disciplines provides teachers of all content areas 
models of collaboration that can be easily implemented.” —Dr. Emily S. Meixner, 
Secondary English Education Program Coordinator, The College of New Jersey 

 

While the Common Core has made informational text a focal point in English/language arts 

classrooms around the country, it has also made literacy a key concern in other subjects. This 

volume offers a practical model that teachers in any discipline can use to incorporate 

informational texts into their classrooms on their own or in collaboration with colleagues in 

other content areas.  

February 2016 • 124 pages • Paperback $26.00 978-1-4758-2028-7 

•Hardback $52.00 978-1-4758-2027-0•eBook $25.99 978-1-4758-2029-4 
 
Audrey Fisch is Professor of English and Coordinator of Secondary English Education at New Jersey City 
University where she has taught for over twenty years. She has published a wide variety of academic work (including 
books with Cambridge and Oxford University Presses, numerous scholarly articles, and writing about teaching) and 
has worked as a curriculum consultant and professional development provider for K-12 districts in New Jersey. 
 
Susan Chenelle is Supervisor of Curriculum and Instruction at University Academy Charter High School in Jersey 
City, New Jersey. She holds a master’s degree in education from New Jersey City University. 

Please visit www.rowman.com or call (800) 462-6420 to place an order or request an exam copy. 
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