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Reading, Writing, and
Harvesting Hope

n

Chapter 1

ro
w

nl

It was the middle of the school year, and my class and I had grown quite
comfortable with each other—sharing stories and ideas in reading and
writing workshops. The class had come together as a community of caring
students—with one or two glitches along the way. But it was the time of
year that real conversations were happening about what we were reading
and writing.

rB

I had just ﬁnished reading Harvesting Hope: The Story of Cesar Chavez
by Kathleen Krull (2003), a picture book biography of Chavez and how he
led a statewide, peaceful protest in California to gain rights for migrant
workers. It is a beautifully written story of his life, one that I knew was a
life my middle-class, southern students would not have experienced.
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The children were writing on sticky notes, collecting facts, questions,
and responses from the story (Harvey 1998). I gave the children time to
post their notes on a class chart before we began our conversation. The
fact column went routinely without much ado. It was when we got to the
questions and responses that I started to fall under the spell that teachers
feel when things go way beyond the planned lesson.
Questions included the following:
How did they live without a bathroom in their hut?
How can you share a bathroom with so many people?
What kind of work did the children do?
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How does a family live oﬀ of ﬁve dollars a week?
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Were they hungry?
Were they scared?
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Why couldn’t they speak Spanish in school?
Did he know Martin Luther King, Jr.?
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These questions went beyond simple comprehension. My students were
trying to grapple with this story in which they had no schema to pull from.
They were trying to connect their own life to the story, but the connections
were lost in the gap between their life and that of Cesar Chavez.
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As we discussed the possible answers to these questions, our
understanding of the diﬀerence between our lifestyle and Chavez’s
deepened, allowing for a deeper understanding of the story as well. On
further reﬂection, though, I realized that these were not just readers’
questions, but questions of writers. We could research the answers to these
questions and write a report or an information guide for the text. We could
also put these questions in our writer’s notebooks and allow ourselves to
wonder how they might be answered, imagining how these things would
look in our life today: What would it be like to share a bathroom with
everyone in our family? Or, What would it be like to have my very own
bathroom and not have to share with anyone?
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When our discussion moved to the response column, there were
“typical” student responses like, “That is sad he couldn’t speak Spanish in
school,” or, “I wouldn’t want to share the bathroom with other families.” But
sprinkled in these responses were thoughts that revealed deeper thinking.

*

I felt sad when the teacher hung the sign on his neck that said, “I
am a clown. I speak Spanish.” It was like when the teacher put
the red sweater on the girl’s desk in “Eleven.”

•

This story is like the article we read about children picking
bananas. Is this story from today or a long time ago? Is this still
happening?

Chapter 1: Reading, Writing, and Harvesting Hope

I don’t know what it is like to be poor. I’m lucky, I guess.

•

This story makes me want to cry and laugh. I can’t believe it is
really true.

•

This is like that article we read about the children who have to
work picking bananas instead of going to school.
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These are fourth-grader responses? I couldn’t believe it. I hadn’t
planned on this type of deeper thinking or the connections the children
were making between texts. But what does a teacher do with this kind of
reading comprehension? The children obviously understood the story and
were synthesizing the information to create new understanding. But when
they came to write, I was disappointed by their responses.
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Today we read, Harvesting Hope by Kathleen Krull. It was really
good. It was about a boy who was living in Mexico and had to move
to the United States. Then he had to go to work picking grapes. His
family didn’t have a home anymore. They moved from farm to farm to
work for a little money. Then he grew up and got other workers to stop
working until farmers treated them fairly. He walked through all
of California to the statehouse to get someone to listen to him. Cesar
Chavez was a great man like Martin Luther King, Jr. I thought it
was sad he couldn’t speak Spanish in school. I wonder what it would
be like to lose my home and have to go to work like he did.
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•
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Cesar Chavez reminds me of Martin Luther King, Jr. He is a
smart man who believes in peace, not violence. Why aren’t there
white people like that?
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Entries like this didn’t reﬂect the nature or depth of the conversation
we had in class. After spending a full hour on that book and related
conversation, students’ written responses didn’t seem to capture the
signiﬁcance of what I thought they should have learned. And, as a teacher

faced with time constraints, an overloaded curriculum, and ridiculous pass/
fail tests looming in the months ahead, I had to take stock: Was I using
my class time wisely if the written responses did not capture the essence of
student understanding as verbalized in the class conversation?
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Deep down, I know these conversations that take place after reading
beautiful texts like Harvesting Hope are ones that I’ll refer to throughout
the year. Because of the rich conversation, the book becomes an anchor
text that students will revisit over and over again. But the talk didn’t spill
over into the students’ written responses like I wanted, not yet.
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So, Where Is the Hope?
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As teachers, our anxiety to do well and to teach the curriculum while
pretending not to be bothered by all of the testing that takes place sends
hope into hiding. But when I sat down and thought about what I know
is true about how children learn, I realized a few things. First, teaching
students how to read and comprehend what they’re reading is complicated.
It’s not like teaching writing, where the writing process is so similar for
most writers. With reading, you have to consider ﬂuency, comprehension
strategies, word work, plot structure, literary elements, diﬀerent genres, and
everything that is lumped into the “skills” category. Second, students need
time. They need time to read without the interruptions of sticky notes and
thinkmarks. They need time to develop and ﬁne-tune their own thinking
processes while reading. They need time to talk about books and write
about all that stuﬀ that goes on in their head while reading. And third,
children will not write well when they are overwhelmed or bored. If I have
students writing in every subject, every day about deep, thoughtful topics
that take a lot of brain power, it stands to reason that nine-year-olds will get
tired and not write well from day to day. Or if I have a standard format for
them to write to me about their books, the writing becomes formulaic and
automatic with buzzwords to keep me thinking they’re thinking when we
both know they’re not. I’m embarrassed at how many times I was thrilled
with responses to literature because the student used the word infer or

Chapter 1: Reading, Writing, and Harvesting Hope
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When looking at this and at what my students need to know for “the
test,” it’s no wonder I didn’t see the hope. But it’s there. Hope, that feeling
that what we want to accomplish in our classrooms with our students can
be done, is something I have to keep in the forefront of my mind as I plan.
It keeps me looking ahead at what my students can do rather than what
they’re not doing. Hope, for me, is keeping focused on the goal—lifetime
readers and writers—and continuing to work toward that goal, rather than
worrying about the obstacles that loom ahead. Hope is immersing my
students in quality literature and the many reading and comprehension
strategies that they can learn to use eﬀectively. It’s giving kids time to
develop their strategies for reading and comprehension and learning to use
them automatically. Hope is what starts as a feeling and a belief, about my
students as learners, and grows into reality. It slowly changes from a vision
in my mind to experiences in my classroom as we tend to the complicated
act of reading with anticipation and joy rather than dread and the threat
of a looming test.
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visualize. When I look back, the entries may actually resemble a traditional
spelling assignment to write the words in a sentence: I visualized the story.
I inferred and I was right.
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Strategies That Do Work
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I’m a lifetime member of Weight Watchers. It’s true. And, unfortunately,
just because I know how to lose weight and keep it oﬀ doesn’t mean I
do. But when I gain weight, I think about what I know. I know the point
system works for me. I know I can’t eat peanut butter with every meal. I
know that I need to drink water. But actually following through with all of
this is a very diﬀerent story. It’s that way with teaching. I know a lot about
how to teach writing, and I know a lot about how to teach reading. What
took a while was ﬁguring out how to connect what I know about teaching
these two subjects to aﬀect student achievement.
I know that keeping a writer’s notebook as part of one’s writing process
helps writers think and plan their next writing project. I’ve seen it work with
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veteran and professional writers as well as with student writers. I know that
relying on writing strategies to ignite thinking helps writers get started each
day and yet does not get in the way of deeper thinking. In using writer’s
notebooks, I’d seen students go from thinkers of writing (I’m thinking every
day for forty-ﬁve minutes so I don’t have to write) to writers who think. The
question I grappled with was how to move students from “couch-potato”
readers who read words and can answer basic questions with one word to
readers who think while reading, and then on to readers who think beyond
their reading. When I realized that one way to do this would be to show
students how strategies that help us write our own stories can also help us
write about stories we read, I had found the bridge I was looking for. And
in the reader’s notebook I had found the place for them to document their
thinking and growth, to support their thinking for group discussions, and to
explore their own ideas about a text without each and every entry being a
judgment of their reading progress. My students value this tool just as they
value their writer’s notebooks. It becomes a part of who they are in fourth
grade. Meanwhile, it gives me insight as to how they are approaching text
and what happens to the story once it’s set free in their minds.
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I had several guides pointing the way to this bridge. Stephanie Harvey
and Anne Goudvis have ignited a revolution concerning explicit teaching
of reading comprehension strategies—ways readers think. Although
Strategies That Work (2000/2007) wasn’t the ﬁrst book out on the subject, it
has been the most inﬂuential. The strategies they write about have altered
how teachers and students think about reading—literally. They have made
us more aware of the cognitive practices great readers do naturally and the
rest of us have to practice and learn to use intentionally.
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Katie Wood Ray has inﬂuenced as many teachers to read like writers.
Her books, Wondrous Words (1999) and Study Driven (2006), have given
teachers a backstage look at texts we love to read. She has shown us how
to read like writers—ﬁnding the craft within the text and then trying it
out in our own writing. In Study Driven, she takes it a step further with
genre studies, connecting books and craft under the umbrella structure of
a genre. Her work continues to inspire teachers to look more closely at the
writing of language in hopes of transferring it to our own written work.

Chapter 1: Reading, Writing, and Harvesting Hope
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JoAnn Portalupi and Ralph Fletcher continue to give teachers resources
in a quick and direct way to help them become more informed about their
teaching of writing. With books and kits like Craft Lessons (2007) and
Teaching the Qualities of Writing (2004), the authors have focused lessons
to lift the quality of student writing while resting it on the shoulders of
quality literature. With a sense that teachers don’t always have the time
and energy to read through complex text to ﬁgure out what to do, they
provide the “teacher’s editions” to writing workshop.
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These resources are like pieces of a quilt—diﬀerent fabrics representing
diﬀerent parts of a reader’s and writer’s life. Each piece has meaning and
will ﬁt with other pieces. Yet there needs to be someone or something to
stitch it all together. We know that thread is there—connecting all of this
together—we just can’t see it when the quilt is ﬁnished. And isn’t that
how it should be? In order to get the parts to ﬁt, something has to hold it
all together. Within the context of reading and writing workshop, I have
found the thread that works for me—a notebook approach.
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From Hope to Reality
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This book is about making your hope into a reality for your students. It’s
about using a reader’s notebook as a tool to capture student thinking and
understanding about text. Relying on what I know about teaching writing
and from my experiences that brought me to write Notebook KnowHow: Strategies for the Writer’s Notebook (2005), I’ve developed a reader’s
notebook model that is ﬂexible enough for students to respond in a variety
of ways, yet structured enough to provide explicit instruction. The reader’s
notebook strategies in this book are set up in a similar manner to the
writing strategies in my earlier book. They’re meant to be teacher-guided
lessons for students to create anchor texts within their notebooks. Then as
children become more independent in their thinking and response, they
begin to respond in their notebooks, choosing strategies that work best for
them. Eventually, all of this writing could lead to literary essays or formal

responses of some sort. Although I may do some of this in my classroom,
the purpose of this book is to look at the reader’s notebook as its own
entity and to invite you to explore its possibilities in your classroom.
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There is so much to say about the teaching of reading, and this is
reﬂected in the size of some of those comprehensive, seminal books on the
topic. Teachers have dubbed Fountas and Pinnell’s book Guiding Readers
and Writers Grades 3–6 (2001) “the phone book” because it is so thick and
packed with useful information. Lucy Calkins’s The Art of Teaching Reading
(2000) is no lightweight, nor is Harvey and Goudvis’s Strategies That Work
(2000/2007).
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In writing, as in life, I favor the Weight Watchers approach. I know
students need a place to explore their ideas. I know students need guidance
to move their reading responses beyond “The book is good.” I know
strategies work and that putting all of this together is the art of teaching.
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This book is based on reading theory, comprehension strategies, and
trial and error. It’s a book that zeros in on using a reader’s notebook as
a tool for students to generate and elaborate on responses to text. It’s a
book of strategies students can rely on—from book to book, from genre to
genre—that will push their writing beyond retelling the story.
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In addition, there is a section in this book that addresses the seemingly
elusive connection between reading and writing. We all know it’s there
and, supposedly, if we read a lot and write a lot, the two will magically
come together. POW! Our students become brilliant. The readingwriting connection is a bridge of understanding that helps the reader
write more reﬂectively about his or her reading and the writer write more
purposefully for his or her reader. Taking time to focus on this bridge in
the reader’s notebook gives students the opportunity to think both as a
reader and a writer.

And, of course, this book will look at how reader’s-notebook entries
ﬁnd their way to my grade book. There, I said it. I’m a teacher and I grade
things. But, I’m still in the classroom, and I think that way. The fact is, I
can’t put a grade on a report card based on conversations. (However, that
would be better than putting a grade on a report card based on workbook
pages.) So there is a gap between the grade and a need to see student

