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Abstract 

After researching the different definitions of the balanced literacy approach to 

teaching, I have created a summary of the information I learned. Since I hope to teach 

fifth grade I focused on what the balanced approach looks like in the intermediate 

grades to create my thesis. Learning that the focus moves to comprehension and 

response activities, I created teaching guides for two units. Included are a unit 

centered around the prejudice during World War II and another unit that is an author 

study on Avi. I have an introduction to these guides that includes how the groups 

would work, how I would group the children, rationale for choosing the novels, 

standards addressed, activities to do to teach each standard, graphic organizers and 

activity sheets for some of these lessons, and how I would teach vocabulary. All of 

these parts combine to form the comprehension portion of the balanced reading 

approach to literature that I will emphasize in my classroom. 
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A balanced literacy program means different things to different people. 

Although most would agree it is a literature approach that balances two varying things, 

people disagree about what two things are balanced. Many consider a combination of 

a phonics approach and a whole language approach as the center of a balanced literacy 

program (Stoicheva, 1999); however, other experts list many things that should be 

balanced. The International Reading Association Balanced Reading Instruction 

Special Interest Group adopted a list of principles of balanced instruction in 1993 

(Blair-Larsen & Williams, 1999). In addition to the balance between phonics and 

whole language ("isolated skills to meaning emphasis" ), they included a "balance 

between teacher-directed instruction and student-centered discovery learning, a 

balance between prescribed instruction and instruction based on the students' needs, a 

balance between planned and unplanned instruction, a balance between teacher­

selected materials and those the students select, a balance between authentic 

instruction and standardized tests, and balancing all of the aspects of reading and 

writing" (Blair-Larsen & Williams, p3). 

Jill Fitzgerald's (1999) views on the balanced literacy program are centered on 

some different balances. She believes that the types of knowledge about reading need 

to be balanced. The three types are local knowledge which includes phonics and word 

identification strategies, global knowledge is being able to understand and interpret the 

text and then being able to respond to it and affective knowledge, or enjoyment in 

reading (Fitzgerald, 1999). Fitzgerald says that there are also many knowledge 

sources, such as teachers, parents, other adults, children, books and television, and 

that these sources should also be balanced (1999). Another balance in her program is 

a balance between different ways of student learning, such as teacher directed or 

discussion groups (Fitzgerald, 1999). She believes that a balance in different ways of 

grouping is beneficial and that there should also be a balance in different types of 

books (Fitzgerald, 1999). 



Dixie Spiegel (1998) lists what she believes are the characteristics ofa 

balanced reading program in her article" Silver bullets, babies, and bath water: 

Literature response groups in a balanced literacy program." It includes such things as 

a program that is well-founded on research. The teacher should be an 'informed 

decision maker' which is important because the teacher needs to be flexible and 

constantly adapt her lessons throughout the unit. A final characteristic she lists is that 

it must be "built on a comprehensive view ofliteracy" (Spiegel, 1998). It should 

include all aspects of reading, such as word identification and meaning and all aspects 

of writing, such as mechanics and writing for meaning (Spiegel, 1998). 

The balanced literacy approach is implemented differently at different grade 

levels (Fitzgerald, 1999). She states that development of word recognition skills is 

most important in first and second grade. In third grade, the focus moves to fluency in 

using these strategies and after third grade, comprehension becomes more important 

(Fitzgerald, 1999). Marinak and Henk (Blair-Larsen & Williams, 1999) also believe 

that in the intermediate grades the focus should be on comprehension and responding 

to the text. In their piece, Balanced Literacy Instruction in the Elementary School, 

they state that "instruction in word-study strategies replaces the word recognition and 

phonemic awareness activities taught in the primary grades" (p.154-155). They feel 

that students at this level should be working on constructing meaning, summarizing, 

evaluating text and making, adjusting and confirming predictions (Blair-Larsen & 

Williams, 1999). 

Through my research of the balanced reading approach, I have determined that 

this is the approach I will use in my classroom. I feel that using a variety of teaching 

procedures, grouping methods, and response activities is the best way to meet the 

needs of all of my students. As part of my language arts curriculum, I plan on having 

literature circles in my classroom. Dixie Spiegel (1998) examines literature response 

groups to see if they fit into the balanced literacy approach in her article "Silver 



bullets, babies, and bath water: Literature response groups in a balanced literacy 

program." She found that literature response groups had many of the characteristics 

of a balanced approach. For example, they are built on research that supports them, 

they allow for social interactions which help student comprehend text, and they allow 

for the teacher to be flexible and make many decisions (Spiegel, 1998). They also 

involve some of the different aspects of reading and writing; however, they do not 

address them all (Spiegel, 1998). For this reason, Spiegel believes that although 

literature response groups work well in a balanced program, they should not be used 

as the sole activity(Spiegel, 1998).. It is important to have supplemental activities, 

texts and lessons to teach students what literature response groups do not (Spiegel, 

1998). 

Drawing on Spiegel's (1998) research on the benefits ofiiterature response 

groups and Fitzgerald's (1999) stance about the importance of comprehension and 

response activities in the fifth grade, I have created two literature units I would use in 

my fifth grade class. They are made up of response activities that the students would 

complete and share with their literature response groups. These units focus on 

comprehension and response to literature. Although these are important skills, they 

are not the only ones that will be addressed in my classroom. The purpose of my units 

is to focus on one aspect of my balanced program. 

One unit is historical and includes three books centered around the time of 

World War II and the prejudice that occurred then. The books I have chosen are 

Number the Stars, Journey to Topaz, and Keep Smiling Through. The other unit is an 

author study on Avi, including The True Confessions of Charlotte Doyle, Poppy, Who 

Stole the Wizard ofOz? and Something Upstairs. 

For my guides, I have included a few things I think would be helpful when 

teaching these units. I have included how I would group the students for this unit and 

the rationale for choosing these particular novels. I also chose to address nine of 



Indiana's Language Arts Standards for fifth grade. I have listed these standards along 

with the response activities I would do to address each of the standards. I used the 

same standards in each unit but used different activities so that the students would 

have multiple times throughout the year to work on each standard, but in different 

ways. 

For those activities in which the student would need a graphic organizer to fill 

out, I have created and included them. lfthere is a (see sheet) at the end of the 

activity, it means that I have included a paper that will help the students do the 

activity. I tried to include several graphic organizers because Blair-Larson and 

Vallance write of the benefits of these organizers in their chapter Comprehension 

Instruction in a Balanced Reading Classroom (Blair-Larsen & Williams, 1999). 

A final thing that I have included is the form I will use to do vocabulary. 

Marinak and Henk (Blair-Larsen & Williams, 1999) state that the emphasis moves 

from word identification to word-study strategies in the intermediate grades. Learning 

vocabulary, especially through context clues, is a skill that fits in this category. 

Students will be creating their own dictionaries using the provided sheet. They will fill 

in new words as they come to them in the text along with a definition they develop 

from the context of the word. 

These are the guides that I would start using for the units. However, an 

important aspect of the balanced reading program is the constant reevaluation of the 

students and what they all personally need. Therefore, it would be imperative for me 

to assess what my students need to work on and adapt my lessons accordingly. In this 

sense, no guide will be complete for my class since I will need to reevaluate and 

change the lessons. Not knowing now the needs of my class, this is the guide I would 

start using and would adapt these lessons to fit my class. 
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Vocabulary 

To address new vocabulary, students will create their own novel dictionaries. 

They will take the paper provided and cut along the dotted lines to make three separate 

pages per paper. A book will be made with these pages and students will decorate the 

cover. As students come across new vocabulary, they will add it to their dictionary. The 

word will be written on the line with the part of speech in the parenthesis next to the 

word. Students will write a definition for the word in thier own words. If possible, the 

students will determine the definition from the context of the story (lessons will be done to 

show students how to do this), if they can not determine it from context clues, students 

may use a dictionary. They will also use the word in a sentence and write down how the 

book used the word. If the new vocabulary word is something that can be drawn, a 

picture will be drawn in the box on the right side of the paper. 

Students will create a dictionary for the first novel. When they start on their 

second novel, they will start a new dictionary. They will use the same form but on a 

different color paper. For example, their Avi novel words will be on blue paper and their 

WWII words will be on yellow paper. After they have finished the novel, they will 

combine the two dictionaries. They will do this for each unit we do. This way, they will 

have one dictionary, but it will be visually apparant from which novel they got the word. 

------------( ) 
*Definition: 

*Sentence: 

*B k' . 00 s use. p. ___ _ 



------------( ) 
Definition: 

Picture 

Sentence: 

Book's use: p. ___ _ 

------------( ) 
Definition: Picture 

Sentence: 

Book's use: p. ___ _ 

------------( ) 
Definition: Picture 

Sentence: 

Book's use: p. ___ _ 



World War II Unit 
Books I chose: 

Number the Stars by Lois Lowry 

Journey to Topaz by Yoshiko Uchida 

Keep Smiling Through by Ann Rinaldi 

Why I chose these books: 

All of these books are set during World War II. They also center around the 

prejudice that occurred during this time. Journey to Topaz is about the discrimination 

towards Japanese Americans that happened after the bombing of Pearl Harbor. 

Number the Stars is about the prejudice towards Jewish people. Keep Smiling 

Through deals with the attitudes towards German Americans during WWII. The 

books are appropriate for fifth grade social studies and reading levels. 

How I would group the class: 

For this unit, I would have the students choose which novel they wish to read. 

I would do a short book talk on each novel, and the students would then pick the 

novel they want to read. If a student had a slightly lower reading level, I would 

suggest he read Keep Smiling Through, because it is at a slightly lower reading level. 

In addition to the groups they are in with students who are reading the same novel, 

they would have another group that I create made up of students who are reading the 

other. They would share some of their activities in these groups so that all students 

can learn from each book. 

How the group would work: 

Students would meet two times a week in their literature response groups that 

are reading the same book to discuss the reading and to present some of their response 



activities to the group. On two days student would meet in their literature response 

groups that are made up of students reading all of the novels to present some of their 

response activities and share what is happening in their book. On the fifth day, 

students would work on response activities. Reading would occur some in class on 

days when they meet in their same book groups and also outside of class as 

homework. The unit will take between four and six weeks to complete. 

How I would monitor the students' progress: 

Throughout the unit, I would monitor different components of each student's 

learning. I would monitor their understanding of the book. I would do this with my 

observations of the literature groups and through evaluating students' comprehension 

activities. Their ability to respond to literature is the second thing I would be 

monitoring. This would be done by evaluating their response activities. Rubrics 

would be made to make the subjectivity of grading these activities more objective. 

Some of the students' writing would be collected and kept in their portfolios. Finally, 

students would be monitored on their progress with the specific skills the activities 

address, such as understanding theme or writing persuasively. Students would be 

continually monitored and the unit would be altered to fit the needs of the children. 

When I would do this unit: 

I would make this unit part of my social studies unit on WWII. It could also 

be tied into other lessons. For example, the discrimination towards Japanese 

Americans can be related to the feelings some people feel towards Muslim Americans 

since the Sept. 11 attacks. This correlation can be made during lessons when students 

talk about prejudice. 



Standard Numbe[ the Sta[S Jou[ne~ to Keep Smiling 
T' Throuah 

Identify the main problem 
Have students create a story map at the end of the book. Make sure they 

or conflict of the plot and 
include the main conflict and how it is resolved. 

explain how it is resolved 
Give students suggestions on the different kinds of story maps they could 

create: All pictures, all words, a combination of words and pictures, index cards, 
attached with string, an accordion book, etc. 

Contrast the actions, 
motives and 

appearances of 
Create a table with three columns and numerous rows. Label the first column characters in a work of 
'Event.' Label the next column with the name of one of the main characters. fiction and discuss the 

Label the column with the name of one of the other main characters. (see sheet) 
importance of the 

contrasts to the plot or 
theme. 

As different things happen in the book, have student write down the even and 
then write how each character responded to the thought. Have them include 

actions and thoughts of the character. 
After several events, have students write about how the characters differed in 

their responses and how this affects the story. 
possible characters: possible characters: possible characters: Kay, 
~nemarie, Ellen, Mama, Yuki, Ken, Mother, ~mazing Grace, any of Kay 
Papa, Kirsti Emi,Jim siblings, father. 



Standard Numbe[ the Stars Jou[ne), to Keep Smiling 
TOr'::I7 TL 

Understand that theme 
refers to the central idea Throughout the book have the students keep a running log of what they think 
or meaning of a selection the theme(s) of the book is. Have them change responses if they change their 

and recognize themes mind throughout the book. Have them add examples from the text that show the 
whether they are implied theme. 

or stated directly. 
At the end of the novel have the children write a paragraph about the theme of 

the story. 
Discuss the idea of prejudice. Tell students that it plays a part in a theme of 

each book. Have the students determine towards which group the prejudice is 
directed. Have them keep track of every time they see prejudice in the story 

(see sheet). 

Prejudice is directed 
Prejudice is directed Prejudice is directed 

towards Danish Jews towards Japanese towards German 
Americans. Americans. 

Describe the function 
and effect of common Before the book, talk about symbols that we use. Have students draw a picture 

literacy devices, such as of a symbol that is used today. After the student have read some of the book, 
imagery, metaphor, and have them look for symbols in their book during the next week of reading. 

symbolism. 
Have them draw a picture of the symbol they found and display these on a 

, 

I 

bulletin board. 
Write responses to 

literature that 
demonstrate an Have students create a newspaper article about something that appears in the 

understanding .. . book. In groups of four, have students put their articles together to make a 
support judgments ... small paper. 

develop interpretations . 
. . 

Copenhagen Chronicle The Topaz Times New Jersey News Dispatch 



Standard Number the Stars Journe~ to Keep Smiling 

~ ThrOL 
Have students write a 

Have students write a persuasive letter from Have students write a 

Write persuasive letters 
persuasive letter from Yuki to the persuasive letter from Kay 

or compositions. 
Annemarie to the Nazis concentration camp to Amazing Grace trying to 

trying to persuade them to trying to persuade persuade her that it is right 
stop arresting the Jews. them to let her family to tell the whole truth. 

leave. 
Deliver informative 

Have students in groups of three or four pick something 'historical' that is 
presentations about an 
important idea, issue, or 

mentioned in their book. They should research the evenUperson and present 

event ... 
on it to the class. 

possible topics: Nazi 
occupation, Resistance, possible topics: Pearl 
Copenhagen, Denmark Harbor, Japanese possible topics: war bonds, 

during WWII, Star of David, evacuation from West Hitler, 'loose lips sink ships,' 
King Christian X, Danes Coast, Issei, Topaz wolf packlU-boats, air raid 

sank own Navy, G.F. (the central Utah War drills in school, scrap drive, 
Duckwitz, Sweden during Relocation Center), all ration stamps 

WWII, handkerchief to Neisi combat team 
destroy dogs' smell 

Deliver oral responses to 
Divide the class into two or three groups. Have them pick one of the characters 

literature 
and retell the story up to that point as if they were that character. The should 

use 'I' 'my' 'us' in their story telling. 
possible characters: possible characters: possible characters: Kay, 
Annemarie, Ellen, Mama, Yuki, Ken, Mother, Amazing Grace, any of Kay 
Paoa. Kirsti Emi. Jim siblinas. father. 



Draw inferences, 
conclusions, or 

Have students pay attention to 'Nhat life was like during the time of this novel. generalizations about 
text and support them Using a Venn Diagram, have them compare life during WWII to life now. Have I 

rMth textual evidence and 
them use references from the novel. (see sheet) 

prior knowledae. 
You could have them write a paragraph or essay about the differences using the 

diagram. 



Nrune ____________________ _ 

Events Character 1 Character 2 



Nmne ________________________ __ 

Novel ______________________________ _ 

Pr~uillceagamst ______________________________________ __ 

Prejudice by _________________________________________ __ 

Evidence from the novel: 

p-

p-

p-

p-

p-

p-



How it effects the characters: 

character effect 





Avi Unit 
Books I chose: 

Poppy 

The True COfifessions of Charlotte Doyle 

Something Upstairs 

Who Stole the Wizard ofOz? 

Why I chose these books: 

I chose a study on Avi because he is a popular writer and writes a variety of 

books. He writes novels at different reading levels and he also writes different types of 

fiction. I chose Poppy and The True Confessions of Charlotte Doyle because they are 

on Indiana's list of recommended reading. I chose Something Upstairs because it is an 

A vi novel that is at an appropriate reading level and because it will provide some 

interesting comparisons and contrasts with the other A vi novels the children will read. 

How I would group the class: 

For this unit, I would group the students based on their reading level. The 

lowest reading level group would read Poppy. The middle group would read 

Something Upstairs and the highest group would read The True Confessions of 

Charlotte Doyle. In addition to the groups they are in with students who are reading 

the same novel, they would have another group that I create made up of students who 

are reading the other. They would share some of their activities in these groups so 

that all students can learn from each book. 

How I would use Who Stole the Wizard of Oz?: 

I would read Who Stole the Wizard of Oz? to the class. I would choose to 

read an A vi novel to the class because I feel that it would be useful for the class to 



become familiar with another Avi novel. This is a shorter novel than the rest so it 

would be easier to find the time to read it aloud in class. I also chose this novel 

because the story plot is simpler than the other stories. It would be too easy for the 

class to read, but would be perfect to show example of new activities. We could do 

the activity with this straightforward story first when they are learning the procedure 

before they practice it with their novel. 

How the group would work: 

Students would meet two times a week in their literature response groups that 

are reading the same book to discuss the reading and to present some of their response 

activities to the group. On the other two days student would meet in their literature 

response groups that are made up of students reading all of the novels to present some 

of their response activities and share what is happening in their book. Reading would 

occur some in class on days when they meet in their same book groups and also 

outside of class as homework. The unit will take between four and six weeks to 

complete. 

How I would monitor the students' progress: 

Throughout the unit, I would monitor different components of each student's 

learning. I would monitor their understanding of the book. I would do this with my 

observations of the literature groups and through evaluating students' comprehension 

activities. Their ability to respond to literature is the second thing I would be 

monitoring. This would be done by evaluating their response activities. Rubrics 

would be made to make the subjectivity of grading these activities more objective. 

Some of the students' writing would be collected and kept in their portfolios. Finally, 

students would be monitored on their progress with the specific skills the activities 



address, such as understanding theme or writing persuasively. Students would be 

continually monitored and the unit would be altered to fit the needs of the children. 



Something 
The T[ue 

Standard Poppy Confessions of Upstairs ('L _ ...... D~ ... 
Identify the main problem or Have students create a story chain for their novel. Have them use different colors 

conflict of the plot and or the different parts of the story. For example, the conflict will be written on a red 
explain how it is resolved chain and the resolution will be written on a green chain. 

Contrast the actions, motives 
and appearances of Studente create a Venn Diagram to compare and contrast two characters. After ! 

characters in a work of this, they can write a paragraph about the similarities and/or differences and howl 
fiction and discuss the 

importance of the contrasts 
this effects the novel. 

to the plot or theme. 
• 

possible characters: possible characters: possible characters: I 

Poppy, Mr. Ocax, Kenny, Caleb, Mother, Charlotte, Captain 
Lungwort, Ereth Willinghast Jaggery, Mr. Keetch, 

!zachariah Mr. Hollybrass i 

Throughout the novel have students pay attention to how the main character 
changes. Have them record their observation on the provided sheet. At the end 
have them write about the main differences and how this effects the novel. (see 

sheet) . 
Understand that theme 

refers to the central idea or Throughout the book have the students keep a running log of what they think the 
meaning of a selection and 

theme(s) of the book is. Have them change responses if they change their mind 
recognize themes whether 

throughout the book. Have them add examples from the text that show the theme. 
they are implied or stated 

directly. 
At the end of the novel have the children write a paragraph about the theme of the 

story. 



Something 
The T[ue 

Standard Poppy Confessions of Upstai[s 0, ... 
Describe the function and Before the book, talk about metaphors that we use. Have students give an 
effect of common literacy example of a metaphor that is used today. After the student have read some of 
devices, such as imagery, the book, have them look for metaphors in their book during the next week of 
metaphor, and symbolism. reading. 

Have them draw a picture of the metaphor they found and display these on a 
bulletin board. 

Write responses to literature 
that demonstrate an 

Have students write four diary entries throughout the book from one of the 
understanding ... support 
judgements ... develop 

character's perspectives. Have the students use 'I', 'my' and 'we.' 

interpretations ... 
Encourage students to write about what the character is thinking and feeling 

instead of what the character is doing. (see sheet) 
Write persuasive letters or Have student write a persuasive composition trying to convince someone to read 

compositions. the novel they are reading. 
Deliver informative I 

presentations about an Have students in groups of three or four pick some aspect of Avi, his life or his 
important idea, issue, or work and research this about him and then present on it to the class. I 

event. .. i 

Deliver oral responses to In groups of two or three, have stUdents interview a character or two from the I 

literature. novel. Students should answer the interview questions the way the character 
I WOUld. Have the class write the scri2t p[8ctice and videotape it. 

possible characters: possible characters: possible characters: 
Poppy, Mr. Ocax, Kenny, Caleb, Mother, Charlotte, Captain 
Lungwort, Ereth Willinghast Jaggery, Mr. Keetch, 

Zachariah Mr. Hollybrass 



Draw inferences, 
conclusions, or 

generalizations about text 
and support them with 

textual evidence and prior 
knowledae. 

Have students compare the novel they are reading to the one we are reading as a 
class. Have them brainstorm by creating a Venn Diagram. Students will then 

write an essay about the comparison they made.(see sheet) 



Name ---------------------

Charlotte 
Beginning of story End of story 



Name ---------------------

Beginning of story End of story 



Name 

Beginning of story End of story 

I 

I \ 

1 
" 

I 

I \ 



Name' _______ _ 

The Diary of ______ _ 
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Presentation Of My Thesis 

It is recommended that each student presents his/her thesis so a group. This is 

often done for a group of other honors students. I felt that it would be more beneficial 

for me to present my thesis project to a group of elementary school teachers. The 

teachers would get more out of the presentation than a group of students with varying 

majors, and they would be able to give me better feedback on the strong and weak 

points ofthe project. 

I presented my project to a group of teachers at Forest Dale Elementary 

School in Carmel, IN. I gave them the following evaluation forms to record any of 

their comments. Overall, they considered my use of standards and a variety of 

activities to be my strongest points. Areas that I could improve upon are adding more 

technology, giving more detailed directions and including some sort of assessment 

tool. 



Unit Evaluation 

Strong Points: 

I \ \ ked how 'IOU i Y\cor~rd1-ed -The S-tdrdC1rol~ 

!he Ac+ivi-Hes ~nd \i Ke ~un 

Weak Points: 

-(here is ror much -\-echnc\o~~ 

Suggestions for Improvement: 

Add Some aChY·lt1es. w\-ere the ~d.e:ms lASe 

the \nterrd,.; Compu.iers) c.o.metM. . . 

Other Comments: 



Unit Evaluation 

Strong Points: 

I!slb ~1l'bs 
1.!J7S {)F" o+no;1k 

Weak Points: 

Suggestions for Improvement: 

~J.v Wj/l/J:> y~/! EJI,fwH7E.::' 

Other Comments: 



Strong Points: 
. -I., 

Weak Points: 

Unit Evaluation 

J.~ , 
/o..."p1t_ c: /i 

~~gestions for Improvement: 
, ; .- teo' 1· 

Other Comments: 

/' ,'J ,:' 

,I S 

, . 



Unit Evaluation 

Strong Points: 

.~~~J:iu~~.lnd W[+h 

~ ~'vi~ f: 4Lt ~ ~ 
'~ c.dudo ~ :kp~ 

Weak Points: 

Suggestions for Improvement: 

'~.~ ~P'~ dJ.tJ~~ ~ 
. h1rd::-t ~~ + tuhVI~ J/YltJV ~ 

Other Comments: 


