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The CAFE Book

A confession: even though this is a research-based guide and system, 
we didn’t create it while we were in school. The inspiration came 
when we were on a beach, talking about our frustrations with 

our reading programs. Because let’s face it: even when we’re on holiday, 
most of us who teach don’t really get away from the problems or issues 
that are nagging at us.
 At the beach, we chatted about assessment, skills we were teaching 
and how little follow-through we seemed to have with students after 
connecting the two. We would teach strategies and put them up on a 
display board, and they’d stay in front of us, but students didn’t access 
them. The instruction was random, with little order or organisation to help 
us or our students sort through what the strategies meant to them, or how 
they fit into their own progress or needs as readers.
 Finally, we started thinking, “Well, what kind of skills are they?” 
There on the sand, we realised that all the skills we were teaching our 
children would fit under the headings of Comprehension and Fluency, and 
that obviously, Accuracy would be essential for our emergent readers just 
cracking the code. The final category we came up with was Vocabulary, 
based on the research into what skills all proficient readers need. We 
named that category Expand Vocabulary because it would reflect our 
desire to help students build their vocabularies, and of course so that 
we would have a catchy acronym: Comprehension (C), Accuracy (A), 
Fluency (F) and Expand vocabulary (E). The acronym CAFE also reflects 
our desire to have a selection of choices, instead of a set, sequential 
order of skills arbitrarily assigned by someone who does not know our 
children.
 The CAFE Menu of strategies reflects the skills we’ve researched and 
used in our own classrooms, but these are not the only strategies proficient 
readers use. We encourage our colleagues to use them as a starting point, 
the base of comprehension, accuracy, fluency and expanding vocabulary. 
Others can be added that are important or required. It’s a flexible system 
that can be tailored to individual classrooms, schools or systems.
 Although the beginnings of the CAFE system may seem whimsical, the 
system has added a coherence and structure to our work with children that 
was lacking in previous years. It reflects our belief that different children 
have different needs as readers, but that all readers, regardless of age, need 
instruction and support that helps them become more independent and 
self-reflective in their work.
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Assessment Systems: But for What?

Where We Came From: Gail’s Story

I remember early in my career the humiliating experience of being so 
disorganised when I went to do an assessment of a child that I had 
to send him back to his seat without administering it. I called Joan 
and asked for advice on getting set up. The purpose of that particular 
assessment was to find out what reading level the child was at, long 
before running records were popular. After talking with Joan, I set 
up the assessment area on the bench in the classroom. The pens were 
ready, including my favourite black fine-point style so I could make 
all the miscue marks on the page and still be able to read them. I 
now had an assessment box, with neatly labelled file folders. I’d 
heard that 80 per cent of what we do is based on how we look, and 
my assessment corner looked fantastic.
 Now when I pulled the same boy over to assess him, I was 
comfortable, not scrambling to find my pen or the paper to fill out. 
I took copious notes, thinking that any little thing he said or did 
would help me. But I still had a nagging feeling I wasn’t doing things 
right. Is this how other teachers took their notes? What did they do 
with the notes once they had them? Thank goodness the assessment 
was a basic reading inventory – practically “teacher-proof”, as they 
said in those days. After the child read and I asked a few questions, I 
pulled out the little grid provided and was given a reading level based 
on the number of words read accurately and correct answers to the 
questions. It was all neat and tidy. Here was his level. But what was 
supposed to come next?

 For years everyone we knew said our assessments should guide our 
instruction. Much of what we read focused on differentiating instruction. 
It made such sense to us, yet there was just one problem: exactly how were 
we to do that? We were very proficient at giving assessments, and we knew 
they were important for tracking student progress. However, taking our 
assessments to the next level of really knowing what kids needed to learn, 
and keeping all of the information organised in a concise, focused and 
easy-to-use manner, stymied us.
 We taught for a number of years in a school system that used a basal 
reading program. At that time the primary focus of the program was the 
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The CAFE Book

Second Day: Whole-Group Strategy Lesson One
Another strategy that we find is crucial to teach within the first day or two 
of school is Back Up and Reread.
 “Boys and girls, I am going to teach you another comprehension strat-
egy. It is called Back Up and Reread. You might already know this strategy. 
Let me show you how I use it when I am reading. When I was reading to 
you and I got to the end of this section, I used the Comprehension strategy 
Check for Understanding. I couldn’t remember what I’d read, so now I’m 
going to turn back to the beginning of this section and reread it. The secret 
to making this strategy work is that I have to really pay attention to what 
I am reading. Sometimes I need to slow down and back up to read it more 
slowly so I can really think about the meaning.” We reread the section 
again, this time more slowly while enunciating the words clearly.
 “Class, I just reread the section. Now I will try my other strategy of 
Check for Understanding to see if backing up and rereading helped me 
understand what I read. Let’s see, I just read that the friends were having 
lunch and were going to spend the night at Kelsey’s house. Wow, Back Up 
and Reread helped me remember what I just read.
 “Think about it: I just used two of the strategies together to help me 
remember my reading. I started with Check for Understanding. When I 
couldn’t remember what I’d read, I backed up and reread the section and 
then checked for understanding again, and I could remember what was 
happening in the story.”
 At this time, we reach over and grab a blank strategy card and write 
“Back Up and Reread” on the card.
 “Boys and girls, I am going to add this strategy to our CAFE Menu 
right here under Comprehension. When you are reading today and you 
don’t remember what you read, try the strategy of Back Up and Reread 
and see if it will work for you.”
 Though all the strategies are important, these four are ones we will 
refer to over and over in whole-class, small-group and individual-confer-
ence settings. We want them introduced within the first day or two of the 
school year.
 With each read-aloud and whole-class lesson, we’re continuing to 
review and model the strategies Check for Understanding, Tune In to 
Interesting Words, Back Up and Reread, and Cross Checking. We keep 
reinforcing the menu metaphor by explaining that it’s just like a menu at 
a restaurant: you don’t normally order just one thing. You might order a 
main course and a dessert or an appetiser and a beverage. We explain that 
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The CAFE Book

 These final words, which are specific 
to the text and strategy the child has 
been working on, are the imprint we 
leave with that child of how we see 
him or her as a learner.
 The last moments of the conference 
are given over to the children 
articulating the goals or strategies 
they are working on. It can’t be a 
secret from them – they need to gain 
the sense of power, responsibility and 
growth that comes from taking charge 
of their learning.
 Okay, we know we have mentioned 
the importance of being flexible many 
times already, but we want to reiterate 
that a one-minute teaching point may 
last three minutes with us – or fifteen 
seconds. The last thing we want is 
for you to get knotted up in watching 
the clock (or even worse, carrying a 

Encourage: “Look 
how well you 
are doing. Keep 
going!”

We observe 
and listen 
closely during 
conferences.
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Reinforcing and teaching are the fourth step of the 
process.

Planning for the next step saves time at the next 
conference.

Setting a new goal comes 
at the end of the one-on-
one session.
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