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Guiding 
Principles

1

Torin and Jack work 

together to sound out 

words.

Independence is the goal!
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When I think about the principles that guide my teaching of reading 
comprehension, I realise that they are the same principles that 
guide my work throughout the day. Making certain that children 

and I are crystal clear about where we’re going. Why it matters, and the hard 
work we need to do to get there. Keeping an eye on the amount of time chil-
dren have to engage with and produce evidence of their learning, thinking and 
growth, and trusting and supporting them as they assume responsibility for 
new learning and big ideas right from the start. All of these allow me to make 
thoughtful decisions based on the principles I believe in.
 It was Brian Cambourne who encouraged me to make explicit my beliefs 
about teaching and learning. He supported me and my colleagues at Regis 
University as we explored the beliefs, theories and practices of others, con-
sidered their implications for teaching in general, tried out new practices in 
our classrooms, and finally synthesised and made explicit our personal beliefs 
about teaching and learning.
 When we know the theory behind our work, when our practices match 
our beliefs, and when we clearly articulate what we do and why we do it, 
people listen. At parent–teacher interviews, when I get questions like “Do you 
do phonics or something else?” or “My child is reading at the year-six level. 
How will you challenge him?” or “Do you believe in ‘real spelling’ or ‘invented 
spelling’?” my stomach no longer churns. I know what to say. No longer are 
my answers vague, my demeanour tentative, my attitude defensive. No longer 
do I say things because it’s what someone wants to hear. I’m clear. I’m con-
fident. I’m calm. Parents appreciate and respect a teacher who “knows her 
stuff”, even when it doesn’t quite agree with theirs.
 Or maybe the school is thinking of adopting a new spelling program. 
I can look at it and know fairly quickly if it’s something I could work with. 
When an administrator asks us about levelling all the books in our school 
library or the new assistant principal asks us to dye our hair green if children 
read a certain number of books, I really don’t have to ponder. I know just what 
to say.
 What if you are mandated to do something that you know in your heart 
is not best for kids? Look at it carefully. Maybe there is a piece of it that will 
work. As for the rest? Chances are good that both your method and the new 
one have the same goals; maybe you just believe in going after it a little differ-
ently. Think about how you believe reading needs to be taught, and be ready 
to thoughtfully explain how and why. Then make an appointment with your 
principal and do it. Most administrators listen to and support teachers when 
we speak with conviction, know the research behind our beliefs and present 
our point of view in respectful, rational ways.
 This is even more important now. Envision yourself as a social activist, 
in your school and maybe even beyond. After all, we’re the ones who spend 
our days with children, and we’re the ones who see and feel the effect of ill-
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Chapter 1

conceived policies and programs in the faces, hearts and minds of the children 
we teach. I’m sometimes told by those in power, “What you say makes a lot of 
sense, but we’ve adopted a new program and have mandated teachers to teach 
it with ‘fidelity’ for at least the first three years.”
 I used to think, What? You’re asking teachers to pledge fidelity to a program 
over fidelity to children? For three YEARS? Now I say it right out loud. Nicely.
 But we can’t say that if we can’t show how what we’re doing is working 
for student learning and getting them where they need to be. We have to ask 
the people making the mandates to articulate the purpose behind them, and 
work to find out if we are meeting children’s needs in different ways. If we 
don’t want people to tell us what to do and how to do it, we must be clear 
about what we are doing and why we’re doing it, and back it up with strong 
evidence that shows all students are on their way to achieving at least one year 
of growth in their time with us.
 There are many effective ways to teach children and live our lives. No 
one has a patent on the truth. Find yours. Read. Reflect. Think about what 
you already know about good teaching and how it fits with new learning. Read 
some more. Think about the implications for your classroom. Collaborate with 
colleagues. Try new things and spend time defining your beliefs and aligning 
your practices. Once you’ve found what’s true for you, stand up for what you 
know is right. Live it every day, and be confident and clear about why you 
believe as you do. People will listen!
 So now, when someone asks you those big important questions or makes 
requests of you that don’t put children first, you’ll think it and say it, right? 
(How does it feel to be an activist?)

Establishing a Framework
Think about yourself as a reader. You probably choose what you want to read 
for a variety of purposes; have opportunities to read for long periods of time; 
respond mostly through reflection, conversation and collaboration; and some-
times share your thinking and insights with others. In a reading workshop, 
children have daily opportunities to learn how to do the same.
 Reading workshop is a simple framework for teaching and learning that 
beautifully accommodates my beliefs about how children learn. Based on the 
principles of time, choice, response and community, a workshop format allows 
for in-depth teaching and learning, flexibility, differentiation and, ultimately, 
independence.
 I used to structure workshops around a fifteen-minute (or sometimes 
longer) mini-lesson; a thirty- to forty-five-minute extended work time in 
which children had daily opportunities to read, write, talk and apply what 
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I was working to teach them; and ten to fifteen minutes for reflection and 
sharing. Nice and tidy, right?
 Yes. But to what end? Is nice and tidy what we’re all about? If so, it’s 
tempting to want to tell/show children too much, keep them with us too long, 
in a good-faith effort to ensure their success. “They’re with me,” I used to say to 
myself again and again as the mini-lesson minutes ticked by, taking away pre-
cious minutes from student work time. But were they really with me? The truth 
is, some were and some weren’t. And so the question becomes “Is this about 
getting those who are ‘far, far, away’ into the nice and tidy ‘with me’ column?”
 No. Not when we believe in the power of student agency and inde-
pendence. Not when we understand that over-scaffolding diminishes student 
energy, engagement and motivation, and increases student conformity and 
compliance. And not when it’s clear that the one who is doing the reading, 
writing and talking is also the one who is doing the thinking and the one who 
is getting smarter! When we know that learning is a consequence of thinking, 
just who should be doing it?
 So now, instead of keeping the whole group together in way-too-long 
mini-lessons, I send children off – release them – much earlier, so that they get 
to be the ones doing the reading, writing, talking and learning. It’s messier – 
nurturing creativity and independence always is – but now the children are the 
ones digging in, figuring out and working hard to read words and make sense 
of stories, content and big ideas. And I get to be the one listening in, confer-
ring with children and supporting them as needed.
 What if I notice that student stamina is fading? Or learn something 
from listening in that would be important for everyone to know? Instead of 
addressing these issues during the share, or in a lesson the next day, now I 
attend to them right then and there, when my actions and words can be most 
useful and powerful. Bringing children back together, briefly addressing what 
they need to do or think about to move forward, then sending them back to 
work, breathes energy, life and a renewed sense of purpose into the workshop.
 Samantha Bennett describes this process as the “catch-and-release” work-
shop model, and explains it this way in That Workshop Book:

Picture the rhythm of the fly fisherman. During the mini-lesson, 
the teacher (or fisherman) has the students “out of the water”. 
The trick is to throw the fish back into the river before they stop 
breathing and die. Clever, huh? That’s why the word mini before 
lesson is important.
 During the work time, student stamina for work may wane, and 
it is time for another “catch” from the fisherman. So, we pull stu-
dents out of the river of learning for another round of teacher talk 
– to show students how and remind them why the task we are asking 
them to do is important. But only for a few minutes! It’s crucial to 
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throw them back in to reading, writing, talking, and learning before 
they stop breathing. Students need lots of time to swim in texts and 
talk in order to learn. If teachers are doing all of the talking, they are 
the ones swimming, and doing all the work. (2008, 10)

 Samantha’s circle diagram captures this catch-and-release process perfectly …

 Sometimes visitors ask me, “You mean you have a reading workshop 
every day? Don’t the kids get bored? Don’t you?” Yes, no and no. The truth is, 
I can’t imagine having a workshop only two or three days a week, or leaving out 
a component here and there, depending on my mood. Such questions always 
draw my eye (and subsequently the visitors’) to the quote by Lucy Calkins that 
hangs above my desk:

It is significant to realise that the most creative environments in 
our society are not the ever-changing ones. The artist’s studio, the 
researcher’s laboratory, the scholar’s library are each deliberately 

FIGURE 1.1
Workshop as 
a time-based 

structure

©2013 Samantha Bennett and Debbie Miller
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kept simple so as to support the complexities of the work-in-pro-
gress. They are deliberately kept predictable so the unpredictable 
can happen. (1983, 32)

 To get started, find at least sixty to ninety uninterrupted minutes in your 
day and put your reading workshop there. No time like that in the morning? 
Look at your afternoon. I’d choose a big block of uninterrupted time in the 
afternoon over a chopped-up morning any day. The workshop won’t run the 
full time until after the first four or five weeks, but teach well and you’ll be 
amazed at how quickly your children get there!

Proficient Reader Research
When Ellin Keene, then director of programs at the Public Education and 
Business Coalition, handed me a copy of the proficient reader research synthe-
sised by Pearson, Dole, Duffy and Roehler (1992), my eyes glazed over. Who 
were these guys, anyway? And what did they know about teaching real kids in 
real classrooms? Yes, I knew something was missing in my reading workshop. 
I’d been saying I wanted rigour. And yes, I trusted Ellin. But come on! This 
stuff seemed way too ivory tower to me.
 The chapter was published in the early 1990s; researchers had spent 
much of the previous ten years investigating what proficient readers do to 
comprehend text, what less successful readers fail to do and how to best move 
novices toward expertise. From this work, Pearson et al. identified compre-
hension strategies that successful readers of all ages use routinely to construct 
meaning when they read and suggested that teachers need to teach these strate-
gies explicitly, using well-written literature and nonfiction.
 The research showed that active, thoughtful, proficient readers construct 
meaning by using the following strategies:

• Activating relevant, prior knowledge (schema) before, during and after 
reading text (Anderson and Pearson 1984).

• Creating visual and other sensory images from text during and after 
reading (Pressley 1976).

• Drawing inferences from text to form conclusions, make critical judg-
ments and create unique interpretations (Hansen 1981).

• Asking questions of themselves, the authors and the texts they read 
(Raphael 1984).

• Determining the most important ideas and themes in a text (Palincsar 
and Brown 1984).

• Synthesising what they read (Brown, Day and Jones 1983).
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