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Introduction
Th e ability to read awoke inside me some long dormant craving to be mentally alive.

 – Malcolm X (Haley 1964)

Let’s begin with my mistakes. Actually, fi rst let me share the back-story and then the mistakes. 

After nine years teaching primary and middle years and another 12 years at the tertiary level, I was 

itching to get back inside middle-years classrooms so I could put into practice ideas that I had been 

writing about and breathlessly advocating as a teacher educator. I wanted to teach in ways that I had 

not done before. Back then, I had loved and used children’s literature and project-based learning to 

teach across the curriculum, but I had not tied these approaches together. Nor had I articulated a 

comprehensive mission and philosophy of inquiry-based teaching. In a sense, I would be returning 

to the classroom as a rookie.

I started by contacting some middle-years teachers. Most were former students of mine and all of 

them were dedicated teachers, striving to make learning and thinking thrive in their classrooms. Th ey 

loved using good books with their students, wanting the words and ideas on the pages to clamour 

into their hearts and minds. Th ey were more than happy to allow me into their classrooms to try out 

some new ways to engage students and stimulate deeper reading.

Figures 1 to 6 show the teachers in action. Natalie Tyrell and Leslie Rector teach Year 6, Ron 

Sledge and Mary Tripp teach Year 7, and Karen Tellez and Laura Meili teach Year 8. Unfortunately, 

because of space limitations, the units with Mary and Laura could not fi t into this book. But I have 

included some of the activities and teaching we did, as well as some of the resources we used, as ex-

amples throughout these pages.

Our plan was to design and co-teach units that combined four elements:

 · Strong middle-years and young adult literature

 · Inquiry-based teaching

 · Interesting and vibrant real-world resources

 · Teaching for social responsibility
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Figure 1 Natalie Tyrell enjoys reading to her Year 6 students. Figure 2 Students read one of their unit books with their 

teacher Leslie Rector.

Figure 3 Ron Sledge and his students are engaged in a 

shared reading of The Adoration of Jenna Fox.

Figure 4 Mary Tripp discusses Black and White with some of 

her Year 7 students.

Figure 5 Year 8 students still appreciate picture books that 

are part of Karen Tellez’s inquiry units.

Figure 6 Students in Laura Meili’s class take notes about the 

themes in The Hunger Games.
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Most of the teachers had limited experience designing this type of curriculum – especially 

integrating specifi c content about social responsibility – so they let me take the lead. We were in 

contact throughout the designing and teaching of our units, sometimes coming up with an idea 

the night before (or even as I walked into the classroom). Contrary to the assumption of many new 

teachers that instructional units are complete before you begin the unit, we did what real teachers 

usually do, which is shape these units as we went along. I co-taught about three days a week. On the 

other days, the teachers usually taught the units on their own. Figure 7 shows the units I designed 

with each teacher, as well as the books we used as the anchor texts.

Now, here are some of the mistakes I made on my sojourn back into the classroom. Th ese were 

entirely my own. Some of the faults are perfectly acceptable; others border on embarrassing. Of 

course, failure is a necessary and important part of learning, for students and teachers. I have tried 

to re-frame the missteps as insights that will further our growth and, I hope, provide some valuable 

lessons for other educators. Here’s a short list: 

 · Sometimes we did too much. Most of the units were overly ambitious for the time frame and 

the students’ understanding. Lesson learned: usually less is more. We never want the scope of 

a unit to interfere with our students’ enjoyment of good literature.

Figure 7 Inquiry units referenced in the book.

Chapter Teacher Year Unit Focus Anchor Books Length

7 Ron 7 Media and Technology
Th e Adoration of 

Jenna Fox
6 Weeks

8 Leslie 6 Th e Environment
Th e City of 

Ember
7 Weeks

9 Natalie 6 Empathy and Caring
Th e Tiger Rising

Leon’s Story
3 Weeks

10 Karen 8
Global Awareness
Personal Journeys

Red Glass 5 Weeks

11 Leslie 6
Global Poverty

Historical Consciousness
Esperanza Rising 7 Weeks

Not a separate 
chapter

Mary 7 
Race and Racism 

Friendship
Black and White 3 Weeks

Not a separate 
chapter

Laura 8 
Violence

Flipping Our “Life Scripts”
Th e Hunger 

Games
6 Weeks

Not a separate 
chapter

Ron 7

Current Social Problems:
Teenage Pregnancy

Criminal Justice System
Illegal Immigration

Make Lemonade

Monster

La Linea
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 · Th e quality of the students’ work was inconsistent, sometimes poor. Th eir thinking often 

showed maturity, but we didn’t do enough to help them create suffi  cient high-quality work. 

If we want and expect excellence, we must provide models and time for producing works 

of excellence. Th is requires us to slow down. With a vast curriculum to cover and a ticking 

clock, making space for deep learning and high-quality work is never easy, but we need to 

fi nd time to help kids create beautiful work. 

 · We overdid journal writing. In hindsight, I wish we had guided students through the fuller 

writing process at times so they could learn how to revise and refi ne their thinking and im-

prove their writing. 

 · It’s easy to get pulled away from the literature. I’m aware of the irony, considering these are 

literature-based inquiry units, but we struggled to fi nd the right balance between the books 

and other connected texts and resources.

 · I wish we had included more ways for students to ask and explore questions about the books 

and unit topics. It’s always a challenge to juggle your goals as a progressive and creative teach-

er with the interests of students. Sometimes we must have the courage and humility to step 

away from our own plans and let students’ inquiries lead the way.

 · We did too much shared reading. For some of these units, we read the entire book and nearly 

all of the connected short texts (such as newspaper articles) collectively. I’m a huge fan of 

shared reading (more on that in Chapter 6), but we must also regularly engage students in 

reading these texts on their own.

I have come to realise that the fi rst time teaching a unit is a practice run. Like a play in the preview 

stage, we are not fi nished tweaking the production. Of course, we want to do a great job with our 

students the fi rst time and every time. Yet the process of our learning encourages us to keep adapting 

and revising. Th e inquiry units shown in Chapters 7–11 were our “fi rst-runs”. Looking back, I see 

clearly that good teaching is reteaching. Designing a great unit involves more than gathering and 

organising terrifi c resources; it also requires a conscious commitment to learn from the fi rst-run and 

refi ne the unit for the next time and on and on.

But what I want to focus on for most of the book is what worked well with these inquiry 

units. My colleagues an d I did indeed cultivate caring hearts and critical minds in these middle-years 

classrooms. As I look back at our experiences with six groups of young adolescents, I have many 

memories of thoughtful learning, important conversations, good laughs, a few tears, stimulating 

reading, exciting creativity and profound moments of wonder. Th at’s why I’ve spent the past 27 years 

in education. Th e extraordinary possibilities never end.
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Chapter  1
Why Read?

When I was near shelves of books, I came alive, almost as if I were picking up emanations.

I felt a sense of perspective, of scale, the solace of the idea of generations,

as well as a great desire to do things on my own, to achieve.

– Sven Birkets (2007)

Grab a pencil and jot a list of all the reading you’ve done in the past week, including everything from 

cereal boxes to novels. Start scribbling.

 Finished? I bet most of the items on your list match the items on mine:

 · bills (online and paper)

 · websites

 · newspapers (online and hard copy)

 · magazines

 · books 

 · online documents

 · work-related documents 

 · shopping list

 · emails (personal and work)

 · food labels

 · mail (junk mail, fl yers, etc.)

 · road signs

 · my son’s football information

 · recipes

 Th ere are more items that I could include, but you get the idea. Nancie Atwell (1998) refers to 

this list as our “reading territories”, all of the diff erent reading we do – in all forms and for all pur-

poses – throughout our daily lives. At the start of the school year, Atwell asks her students to make a 

graphic organiser of their own reading territories, categorising the specifi c texts they read.
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 Needless to say, we read a lot in our lives, much more than most of us realise. A great deal of that 

reading is functional – that is, reading that allows us to survive in daily life. We don’t necessarily want 

to do some of this reading, but we have to. (Work memos can make my eyes glaze over.) In addition, 

many of us read books, poetry, magazines, newspapers, websites and chocolate wrappers. We don’t 

have to read them; the routine machinations of our lives would work just fi ne without these texts.

 As educators, we want our students to devour skateboarding websites, video game manuals, vam-

pire novels, sporting magazines and whatever authentic text catches their interest. But we don’t want 

them to limit their reading territories to popular texts or what they might need to function in life. We 

want them to read widely, read texts that will open their hearts and challenge their minds, and read 

critically and wisely. We want students to own these habits of mind so they will use them outside of 

our classrooms, over the summer and throughout their lives.

 We know that such knowledgeable reading makes us smart – not just “school smart” but life 

smart and world smart and smart in ways that help us connect seemingly disparate ideas. We want 

such inquiry to be a central part of the lives of all adolescents because it teaches them how to be 

thoughtful and caring as well as intellectually robust and capable of anticipating and responding to 

change in all facets of life, from our families and the country to technology and politics.

 Recently, I interviewed a principal of a school. Some of my questions focused on her school’s 

professional development needs. I asked her what would help her staff  most with their literacy teach-

ing. She didn’t hesitate a moment. Her thoughts burst out in a fl ow of passion and dedication. She 

said that her teachers already know how to improve their students’ reading skills; they’re well versed 

on strategies to improve comprehension and fl uency and the like. What they need, she said, is to 

learn how to take it to the next level. Th ey need ideas on how to use reading and writing to help their 

students to think and to care. Th ey need to know how to make students’ reading relevant to the real 

world. Th ey need to help their kids develop real purposes for reading a wide variety of texts beyond a 

test score and a mark, and to learn how reading can be used to engage students in intellectual debate. 

Th at’s what this book is about.

Reading for Pleasure

Although critical purposes for reading are essential, I would argue that the single most important 

reason to read is for pleasure. We read books and other texts simply because we enjoy them. Th ere’s 

nothing like getting lost in a good story. Books take us places we can’t go: the Amazon in Peru, the 

Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry, a hundred years into the future, inside boxcars fi lled 

with Jewish people on their way to Auschwitz. Th ey also take us into the stories of the joy and turmoil 

in our own lives, families and communities. As educators we cannot promote reading for pleasure 

enough; we know that a lifetime of reading for pleasure makes us happier people and better readers, 

including on standardised tests (Gallagher 2009; Krashen 2004).

 So, I want to be clear that what I’m advocating in these pages is not meant to be the entire read-

ing curriculum. Independent reading with self-chosen books and daily silent reading time should 

be the foundation of any reading curriculum. I agree with Nancie Atwell (2003), who writes in Th e 
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Reading Zone that what we want are “skilled, passionate, habitual, critical readers”, and the best way 

to achieve that is to immerse children in a culture of books that allows them to connect with reading 

on a personal level.

 Yet we also need people who use reading for thinking, self-improvement and acting to make 

the world a better place. For the past four years, I’ve been working with Leslie, the Year 6 teacher 

whose classroom is the focus of Chapters 8 and 11. Figure 1.1 shows the class library in Leslie’s Year 

6 classroom. Walking through a school and seeing libraries like this – fi lled with the best and most 

exciting children’s and young adult literature – speaks loud and clear to visitors: We love books here, 

and we use books not only to cultivate a love for reading but also to help students think about ideas 

and issues and questions that matter.

 In Figure 1.2 you can see some of the 

results of Leslie’s classroom reading routines. 

When her Year 6 students fi nish reading a 

book independently, they make a “book 

card” that Leslie adds to the wall display. 

Each card includes the book title, author, 

student’s name and date. Students also add 

a tiny picture and either a short written 

response or a quote from the book. At the 

end of each term, Leslie totals the cards. If 

you want students to read as Leslie’s do, you 

need to do four things: give them easy ac-

cess to lots of good books they want to read, 

introduce them to many great authors, 

Figure 1.1 Books overfl ow in Leslie Rector’s 

classroom library.

Figure 1.2 Leslie Rector’s “Books We’ve Read” wall shows 

how frequently and widely her students read.
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model being a passionate reader and give them regular time to choose and read books. Mix these four 

ingredients together and you have created a powerful classroom reading and book culture.

Reading for a Better World

Cris Tovani (2000) writes that when it comes to reading, “purpose is everything” (24). When stu-

dents are given something to read at school – a book, an essay, a poem or a textbook – how do they 

see the purpose of that reading? When my graduate students interview adolescents about their read-

ing at school, virtually none can articulate a purpose other than to “get the assignment done” or to 

“read the textbook” or to learn a skill. Th ere’s no mention of reading for pleasure or reading to stay 

informed about current events or reading to shape their political, moral or cultural identities. Th ey 

don’t see any connection between the books they read at school and improving their “self ” or the 

world, or reading as an intellectual and moral engine of democracy. As Tovani writes, “When I ask 

students why they read at school, they say their teacher makes them: Read chapter 10. Th ere will be 

a test on Monday” (24).

 Reading has vital purposes beyond improving reading skills or learning subject content. Living 

in a democracy gives us the opportunity, indeed carries the responsibility, of reading to support and 

improve society. Whereas our national economy depends on workers who can read, our democracy 

depends on people who do read and think and act in response to their reading. Our schools were 

originally created with the vital mission of educating people to be the caretakers of our democracy. 

Somewhere along the way our schools lost this purpose. Books and inquiry-based teaching can help 

bring this mission back to our classrooms.

 If we want young adolescents to take their reading at school more seriously, then we as their 

teachers need to take it more seriously too. Deborah Appleman writes that adolescents want their 

school experiences to matter. Th ey don’t want school to dwell on fl uff  and endless facts and a cur-

riculum sanitised of interesting and provocative ideas. Th ey want to read a wide variety of texts that 

confront the complexities of life and adolescence head-on and challenge them to think and see in new 

ways. Th ey want their readings to be honest about the world we live in and bold enough to explore 

the world we could live in. Appleman writes:

Constructing signifi cance in their work is not simply a matter of having them read more contemporary 

texts. It is a matter of creating and re-creating fresh and unrehearsed opportunities to make discoveries 

about texts, about language, about the world, and about themselves. (2007, 144)

 We cannot undervalue the abilities of adolescents to meaningfully engage in this journey. Th ey 

are more than capable of tackling important ideas. Many lack the sophistication or the background 

knowledge and the vocabulary to tackle these complex texts and topics on their own, but that does 

not hinder their ability to engage with ideas and questions that matter. And reading these authentic 

texts for important aims is the best way for them to develop that sophistication, learn that back-

ground knowledge and expand their vocabulary.
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