
Audrey	Fisch	and	Susan	Chenelle	

Supporting Teachers in 
Rigorous Literacy:  
A Matter of Access, 

Equity, and Opportunity 

Download our workshop materials from the NCTE/CEL app or: 
 www.usinginformationaltext.com/events 



Who we are 

�  Audrey A. Fisch is Professor of English and 
former Coordinator of Secondary English 
Education at New Jersey City University. 

 
�  Susan Chenelle supervisor of curriculum and 

instruction at University Academy Charter High 
School in Jersey City, New Jersey.  



What we’ve done 
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We are the authors of the Using Informational Text 
to Teach Literature series from Rowman & Littlefield.  

Using Informational Text to 
Teach To Kill a Mockingbird 
(2014); Using Informational Text 
to Teach A Raisin in the Sun 
(2016); Using Informational Text 
to Teach The Great Gatsby (due 
out February 2018) 

Connecting Across Disciplines: Collaborating with 
Informational Text (2016) focuses on how language 
arts teachers can work with their content area peers! 



Rigorous literacy for ALL students! 

For students, this means opportunities to ... 
�  tackle meaningful, relevant, high-quality texts 
�  make connections between texts (and between 

classes!) 
�  engage in evidence-based critical thinking about 

real-world issues and ideas 



Rigorous literacy for ALL students! 

For teachers and supervisors, this means ... 
�  ongoing professional development and support 
�  communication and collaboration between 

teachers 
�  communication and collaboration between 

teachers and supervisors/coaches 
�  and time to do this work! 



Role(s) of the supervisor/coach 

�  professional development provider 
�  co-teacher 
�  lesson planning collaborator 
�  communication conduit/facilitator 
�  cheerleader and promoter 



Our model for using informational texts 

•  Find an engaging informational text and media clip that connects your 
respective content areas 

•  Cut! Use excerpts 

•  Front-load key vocabulary words (not too many!) and concepts 

•  Use sidebar reading prompts to promote active reading 

•  Use multiple-choice questions informally to check for understanding 
and practice test-taking skills 

•  Use open-ended questions to extend thinking and develop literacy skills 
across the disciplines 

•  End with a class activity that gives students opportunities to use 
content area knowledge for authentic purposes 
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Co-teaching a special education ELA class 

“To Study Aggression, a 
Fight Club for Flies”  

9 

& 
Lord of the Flies 

This unit is featured in 
our volume Connecting 
Across Disciplines: 
Collaborating with 
Informational Text and 
in a lesson we wrote for 
the New York Times 
Learning Network: 
“Text to Text: ‘Lord of 
the Flies’ and ‘A Fight 
Club for Flies.’” 



Fight club for fruit flies 
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Multimedia 

� Open with an engaging media clip to create to 
increase motivation and engagement 

� Build on students’ visual/spatial/auditory skills 
but remember that media literacy is another skill 
students need to practice (because they tend to be 
passive viewers!) 

� Remember that the CCSS assessments feature 
media texts 
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Making vocabulary work 

Collaborative, low-stakes, in class: 

1.  Identify key vocabulary words (but not too many!) 
2. Front-load key vocabulary and concepts 
3. Using context clues 
4. Using the dictionary 
5. Using the word correctly (word endings) 
6. Vocabulary skits (fun!)   



CCSS-style assessment questions:  
Vocabulary in context 

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 
 
Which word from the sentence above best helps the reader understand the 
meaning of genetically modified?  
a)  engineered 
b)  react 
c)  tested 
d)  environment 
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Common words used in uncommon ways 

Use the dictionary in order to understand the 
uncommon meaning of this common word. 
  
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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Use excerpts: Don’t overload your students 
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Collaborative partners should work together when cutting the 
informational text to be sure to preserve any material 
essential to their respective disciplinary goals. 



Reading prompts 

•  Create sidebar reading prompts that highlight key 
concepts and textual features 

•  Think about prompts specific to different 
disciplines 

•  Model reading comprehension strategies as you 
read through your informational text and build 
these strategies into something students do in 
groups and/or on their own when working with 
informational text 
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How this co-taught lesson played out 

�  Teacher conducted vocab pre-reading activities  

�  Teacher crafted do-now writing prompt and led discussion of students’ 
responses 

�  Susan co-taught the reading 

�  Susan led low-stakes, in-class discussion of multiple-choice questions 

�  Teacher divided class into differentiated groups and assigned one 
writing prompt to each group 

�  Teacher worked with one group; Susan worked with the other 
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Interesting trend that emerged as we read 

�  When we asked students high-level questions about the 
text, they were engaged and willing to think out loud. 

�  When they were asked low-level comprehension questions, 
they would look at the text for a few seconds, make a guess, 
and then clam up in frustrated science. 

�  Key takeaways:  
¡  Basic recall or identification questions are often harder than they seem, 

especially for students who struggle with reading comprehension. 
¡  Craft questions that simultaneously supply what is needed to support 

students’ thinking about ideas and language and remove any 
unnecessary barriers that might impede that thinking. 
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Check for understanding: multiple-choice 

� Use multiple-choice questions to check for 
understanding and give students explicit practice 
with the types of questions they will see on the 
CCSS assessments (especially the 2-part ones!). 

� Teachers can have students complete these in 
groups in a low-stakes practice environment rather 
than as a formal assessment. 
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Text features 

What is the function of the illustration in the article? 
a)  to make the article easier to read 
b)  to offer a visual illustration of the difference between male and female fruit 

fly brains 
c)  to explain male aggression 
d)  to show how similar male and female fruit fly brains are 
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At Caltech, researchers 
identified a gene and a tiny 
group of neurons in male 
flies that control 
aggression. Left, a male 
fruit fly’s brain. The arrows 
point to the neurons that 
the female brain lacks.  



Check for understanding: Open-ended 

� Create open-ended questions that build 
connections and drive home the extended thinking 
and learning of the informational text. 

� NOTE: CCSS-style assessments ask students to put 
texts into conversation; our approach is the perfect 
opportunity to practice this important skill. 



Extend thinking: Writing and discussion 

OPEN-ENDED RESPONSE #1:  
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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Extend thinking: Writing and discussion 

OPEN-ENDED RESPONSE #2:  
Use what you’ve learned about male fruit fly aggression in James Gorman’s article 
in relation to the excerpt (the scene in which the boys attack and kill the sow) 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 they 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? 

  
Develop your essay by providing textual evidence from both texts. Be sure to 
follow the conventions of standard English. 
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Co-planning and co-teaching about chromium 
25 

We wrote about this experience for New Jersey English Journal (https://
www.njcte.com/n-j-english-journal/2017-issue-professional-growth-what-s-inspiring/) 



How this co-taught lesson played out 

�  Susan, Audrey, and the science teacher collaborated on the scaffolding 
reading prompts for the science text; Audrey and Susan collaborated on 
the scaffolding reading prompts for the news text and on the writing 
prompts 

 

�  We skipped vocab pre-reading activities  
 

�  Audrey co-taught the science text with the science teacher; multiple 
language arts teachers taught the news article 

 

�  Audrey and the science teacher led low-stakes, in-class discussion of 
multiple-choice questions 

 

�  Students completed the writing prompt in their LA classes 
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The media doesn’t have to be video,  
but it does have to be fun! 

 
 

tweet us @usinginfotext  #NJEAConv 



Student engagement and feedback 

�  74% indicated that the readings and discussion about 
chromium and the NJCU development of the 
contaminated site helped them connect the content from 
their science class to the real world. 

 

�  One student observed that he/she had previously 
“learned about elements but never seen [them] in a real-
world setting.”  

 

�  Another said, “the lesson was interesting” and wanted 
“to know more about what is happening in my 
community.” 

28 



Comments from faculty – Part 1 

�  2/3 of teachers said student engagement and quality of 
student work were somewhat higher 

�  All teachers said the collaboration greatly or 
somewhat enhanced their teaching of the 
content; teachers cited as reasons that students were 
interested in the topic and already knew 
something about it from their previous class and that 
it was a new approach 
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Comments from faculty – Part 2 

�  Liked best: students came into class with some knowledge 
about the topic, the lesson encouraged student discussion and 
participation, students more engaged because they already 
came in knowing something about the topic 

 
�  “Collaboration aids in securing learning because they get 

further practice and it activated prior knowledge.”  

�  “When done right, the interdisciplinary approach to teaching 
compels students to make connections and analyze 
differences/similarities in content.” 

 

30 



Collaborative lesson planning on microfibers 
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Story of Stuff animated video on 
microfiber pollution 

Patagonia clothing company 
blog post 



How this collaboration played out 

1.  We found article and video 
2.  Excerpted the blog post 
3.  Solicited reading prompts from biology teacher 
4.  Watched Story of Stuff video in biology class 
5.  Biology teacher taught article in class 

Result: Biology teacher found that even her 
most challenging class (8th period!) was engaged 
by the lesson. 
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Facilitating communication and collaboration 

� A 9th grade English teacher was teaching 
The Other Wes Moore around the same 
time that a 9th grade algebra teacher was 
about to teach inequalities 

�  Susan noticed this from reviewing their 
lesson plans and suggested they collaborate 
around the idea of inequality 
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How this collaboration played out 

�  The math teacher asked students to share examples of 
inequality in the world in a class discussion 

�  The English teacher asked students to use inequalities to 
illustrate concepts in the book 

�  In the process: the teachers discovered that students 
struggled with the difference between “at most” and “at 
least” and then worked together to clarify and reinforce 
student understanding 
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Celebrating and promoting collaboration 

�  A 10th grade English teacher and a geometry teacher 
were friends 

�  They collaborated on creating a packet of exercises 
that combined related concepts from English and 
math (e.g., parallelism, congruence) 

�  Students completed the grammar/vocabulary 
exercises in their English class and the geometry 
exercises in their math class 
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How this collaboration played out 

�  Students were so engaged in completing these packets, 
they demanded that Susan incorporate them into her 
English 2 class. 

�  Creating these connections and cross-disciplinary 
associations around these ideas helped students 
remember and understand them better. 

�  Susan later encouraged the English and geometry teacher 
to present their work at a conference and they did! 
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How to spark collaboration 

�  Start small – don’t underestimate the power of even 
limited collaboration! 

�  Start with someone you like 

�  Think about content area connections between 
disciplines 

�  Think about the moments when you struggle to 
engage your students 
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How to spark collaboration 

�  Share ideas and possible connections using 
collaborative tools like GoogleDrive 

�  Share resources on how to find and use informational 
texts to start building units together! 

�  Ask for/provide time to collaborate 
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The rewards of cross-disciplinary collaboration 

�  Students draw knowledge from one class into 
another and feel smart in both. 

�  Students develop critical thinking skills that help 
them see the connections between the disciplines 
and between school and the world. 

�  Teachers are empowered to use their expertise in 
their content areas and about their students to 
create timely, authentic learning experiences. 
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Final takeaways 

�  There is a steep learning curve for students working with 
diverse texts and thinking outside disciplinary boxes, so 
they need practice. 

�  Language arts teachers/supervisors often need to lead 
the way with content-area teachers: initiating the 
collaboration, finding and preparing the informational 
text for the content-area teacher, even guest-teaching/
modeling a text-centered lesson. 

�  This work doesn’t need to be super hard and the payoff 
for students can be huge! 
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THANK YOU! 
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Audrey Fisch 
afisch@njcu.edu 

 
Susan Chenelle 

susanchenelle@gmail.com 
 

www.usinginformationaltext.com 
@usinginfotext 

 
 


