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Our goal in writing this article is to ide ntify the seven build i ng blo c ks
re q u i red to imple me nt a successful midd le school re ad i ng initiative. We
begin by sharing three fictitious—but common—scenarios that illus-
t rate how some educ a to rs with good int e nt i o ns and good ideas fail to
m a ke a differe nce in a midd le school re ad i ng pro g ra m .

The Top-Down Approach
S u p e r i nt e nde nt Dr. Ralph Sullivan of the Top Down City School District
doesn’t like what he sees as he rev i ews his midd le scho o l ’s state assess-
me nt score s. “Things are go i ng to change aro u nd he re,” he says to him-
self. “Our kids de s e r ve better than what we are prov i d i ng for them.” So
D r. Sullivan, in his opening day re m a r ks to his staff in the fall, de c l a re s
that one of the district go a ls is to improve re ad i ng score s, with particu-
lar emphasis on the midd le school. At the end of the ye a r, the score s
f rom the midd le school arrive. The re is no improve me nt. Why ?

W h i le it can be argued that it takes mo re than a year to improve test
s c o re s, Dr. Sullivan himself contributed to the stag n a nt scores becaus e
he me rely anno u nced re ad i ng at the midd le school was a priority. He
h ad what Fullan (1999) calls “mo ral purpose”; he wa nted to do what
was right for the midd le school in his district. But he had no plan to
deve lop a compre he ns i ve midd le school pro g ra m .

The Autonomous Approach
S eve nth grade teac her Marsha Jones at the Inde p e nde nce School wa nts
her stude nts to be good re ade rs, and she knows what to do. “It is time
for me to put my de g ree in re ad i ng to work,” she tells a friend over a
S a t u rday afternoon lunc h .

M a rsha does indeed do the jo b. When the scores for her lang u age arts
classes are reported at the end of the school ye a r, significant pro g re s s
is do c u me nted. Her stude nts move on to grade eight — to a team of
t e ac he rs who do not have the same fo c us on re ad i ng Marsha had with
her stude nts. The gains made at the end of seve nth grade are lost at
t he end of grade eight. Why ?
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T he simple ans wer is that while most scho o ls can point to pocke ts of
s uccess and innovation, real and permane nt school improve me nt
o c c u rs when teac he rs work collabora t i vely and “buy in” to a scho o l -
w i de re ad i ng initiative.

The Commodity Approach
P r i ncipal Wa y ne Mackin of the Materials Midd le School wa nts his stu-
de nts to be the best re ade rs in the state. “We ’ re above ave rage now, ”
he tells his assistant principal, “a nd we ’ re go i ng to get to the top. We
can do it if we can just get the right materials in the hands of our
t e ac he rs and stude nts. ”

Wa y ne does indeed get many new, attrac t i ve lang u age arts books into
t he Materials Midd le School classro o ms. Te ac he rs and stude nts use the
new materials for a few ye a rs. And, while the stude nt re ad i ng score s
c o nt i nue to be above ave rage, they are far from being amo ng the best
in the state. Why ?

P r i ncipal Mackin did the right thing in prov i d i ng his teac he rs and stu-
de nts with re s o u rc e s. But he did not prov i de the teac he rs with the
t ra i n i ng ne e ded to use the materials effective l y.

T hese three scenarios illus t rate five of the seven build i ng blo c ks
re q u i red to initiate a compre he ns i ve midd le school re ad i ng pro g ra m .
All seven are ne e ded to imple me nt and sustain an effective re ad i ng
p ro g ra m .

1. M o ral Purpose Fullan (1999) de f i nes mo ral purpose as “making 
a positive differe nce in the lives of all citizens,” in this case stu-
de nts. Howeve r, he also notes that ac h i ev i ng this positive differ-
e nce is eno r mo usly complex, but not impossible. When good things
happen in scho o ls, it alwa ys starts with one or mo re educ a to rs
a p p ro ac h i ng an issue with a mo ral purpose.

2. Planning the Change T he person or group who plans the midd le
s c hool re ad i ng initiative sho u ld cons i der Fullan’s (1991) re c o m-
me nd a t i o ns in planning the change. As they relate to planning a
m i dd le school re ad i ng initiative, planne rs sho u ld recognize seve ra l
t h i ngs :

■ Initial ideas of what the change sho u ld be will tra ns form and con-
t i nue to deve lo p .

■ Te ac he rs, the imple me nt e rs, need to work out their own me a n i ng
of what the re ad i ng initiative will look like.

■ Conflict and disag re e me nt are fund a me ntal to successful change.

■ Re le a r n i ng is at the heart of a change in a midd le school re ad i ng
p ro g ra m .



■ E f f e c t i ve change takes time.

■ S low imple me ntation does not mean outright re jection of the va l-
ues inhe re nt in the re ad i ng initiative.

■ Not eve r yo ne will embrace the re ad i ng initiative.

■ No amo u nt of technical support and expertise will make it to t a l l y
c lear what action needs to take place to imple me nt the re ad i ng
i n i t i a t i ve.

■ T he real age nda is chang i ng the culture of the scho o l .

3. C o l l a b o ration and “Buy In” M i c h ael Fullan (1999) elo q u e nt l y
describes the me a n i ng of a collabora t i ve culture :

“ C o l l a b o ra t i ve org a n i z a t i o ns fan the passion and emo t i o ns of its me m-
b e rs because they so value commitme nt and the ene rgy re q u i red to
p u rsue complex go a ls. But ins t e ad of le a v i ng passionate teac he rs to
sink or swim, the true value of collabora t i ve cultures is that they
s i mu l t a ne o usly enc o u rage passion and prov i de emotional support as
p e o p le work through the ro l ler coaster of change” (p. 38).

So what are the characteristics of a collabora t i ve culture? Ac c o rd i ng to
Fullan (1999), such cultures foster dive rsity while build i ng trust, ac c e p t
t he pre s e nce of anxiety, create know le dge, combine conne c t e d ness with
o p e n h a nde d ne s s, and fuse the spiritual, political, and int e l le c t u a l .

It is in this kind of a culture that teac he rs will ultimately “buy in” to
s o me t h i ng like a midd le school re ad i ng initiative. This will happen
w hen the vast majority of the staff:

■ b e l i eves the re ad i ng initiative add resses a ne e d .

■ is clear about what its ro le is in imple me nt i ng the initiative.

■ k nows how the initiative affects their time, ene rg y, and need fo r
p rofessional deve lo p me nt .

■ recognizes that the re ad i ng initiative will be rewa rd i ng in terms of
i nt e raction with peers and othe rs (Fullan, 1991).

4. R e s o u rc e s In order for any re ad i ng initiative to be successful, the
necessary re s o u rces must support it. Amo ng the key re s o u rces for a
s uccessful secondary re ad i ng pro g ram are materials and time.

■ M a t e r i a l s Simply stated, a classroom cannot have too many re ad-
i ng materials. To grow as re ade rs and to learn the cont e nt of a dis-
c i p l i ne, stude nts need the opportunity to ex p lo re and re ad a wide
ra nge of tex ts. These can inc l ude nove ls and nonfiction books,
m ag a z i nes and news p a p e rs and short sto r i e s, poetry, and essays.
M a ke sure that the materials are in as good shape as possible. The
s u b t le me s s age that we give stude nts when we offer them materi-
a ls that are not well cared for is that we have little respect for the
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m a t e r i a ls (or the stude nts) and that they, in turn, need not show
a ny respect for the materials (or us) (Burke, 2000).

M a ny scho o ls and districts also prov i de stude nts with locally deve l-
oped lang u age arts “guide b o o ks” that prov i de stude nts with the
to o ls they need to become stro nger re ade rs and mo re efficient
le a r ne rs. These guide b o o ks not only de f i ne basic stand a rds for the
types of activities in which stude nts will eng age but also prov i de
t hem with guide l i nes and strategies to help them solve le a r n i ng
a nd re ad i ng challe nges they may enc o u nt e r. They also prov i de con-
t e nt teac he rs with a tool for ex p l a i n i ng and discus s i ng the le a r n i ng
s t rategies of their discipline.

■ T i m e T he re s o u rce of time needs to be cons i de red within the con-
t ext of both imple me nt i ng a re ad i ng initiative and supporting stu-
de nts as they become mo re successful re ade rs and le a r ne rs. Little
can be ac c o m p l i s hed without the necessary time. In the classro o m ,
s t ude nts must have the opportunity both to re ad and discuss the i r
re ad i ng — i ts cont e nt and the processes they used to help the m-
s e l ves learn and unde rs t a nd. And initiatives aimed at supporting
s t ude nts’ growth as re ade rs and le a r ne rs need time to deve lop and
g row. In this era of quick fixe s, the time to cre a t e, imple me nt ,
re f lect upon, and revise an initiative is becoming too ra re while, at
t he same time, inc re a s i ngly necessary (Bra u nger & Lew i s, 1998).

5. P rofessional Development (PD) Lyo ns and Pinnell (2001) prov i de
us with some characteristics to keep in mind when planning and
deve lo p i ng PD for a midd le school re ad i ng initiative. They sugge s t
g a t he r i ng information about the school; planning a wide variety of
le a r n i ng ex p e r i e nces; establishing clear go a ls and a commo n
vision; assessing and fo c us i ng re s o u rces like time, people, and
m a t e r i a ls; teac h i ng specific ins t r uctional pro c e d u res; establishing a
c u l t u re that enc o u rages re f lection, feedback, support and pro b le m
s o l v i ng; coac h i ng and prov i d i ng in-class de mo ns t ra t i o ns; us i ng stu-
de nt data to inform the PD; mo n i to r i ng the impact of PD; and
de s i g n i ng ongo i ng opportunities.

While the typical PD involves a consultant or university presenter
who works with teachers, Robb (2000a) suggests, among a num-
ber of PD alternatives, teacher study groups led by a facilitator.
For a middle school initiative, for example, math teachers might
form a group to discover ways of helping students read word
problems and symbols, social studies teachers might focus on
maps and graphs, and language arts teachers might study the
reading-writing connection.

6 . Key Components of a Compre h e n s i ve Reading Pro g ra m T he key
c o m p o ne nts of a compre he ns i ve re ad i ng pro g ram can be distille d
i nto three simple ele me nts: opportunity, cho i c e, and ins t r uc t i o n .
E ach of these ele me nts applies to all stude nts: our best re ade rs, our
a ve rage re ade rs, and our stude nts in need of special int e r ve nt i o n .
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■ O p p o r t u n i t y S t ude nts (and all me m b e rs of the school commu n i t y )
need the chance to re ad often and wide l y. Initiatives that support
this opportunity are inde p e nde nt re ad i ng, re ad alo ud, and pro-
g ra ms that prov i de stude nts with the time to re ad, such as
S us t a i ned Sile nt Re ad i ng (Ro b b, 2000b).

■ C h o i c e A l low i ng stude nts to have a voice in sele c t i ng the materi-
a ls they re ad ens u res that they will be eng aged in their re ad i ng
a nd that they will re ad tex ts that are compre he ns i b le. It is easy to
see how choice links directly with the re s o u rce of “materials” ide n-
tified above, since a ra nge of materials prov i des stude nts with
o p t i o ns and re l i eves teac he rs of the burden of assigning tex ts that
may be too simple or too challe ng i ng for stude nts (Burke, 1999).

■ I n s t r u c t i o n Good teac h i ng supports the ro le of scho o ls in he l p i ng
s t ude nts grow to become literate ad u l ts. It is through ins t r uc t i o n
that we “show them how to do it better.” Ins t r uction is the oppor-
tunity for scho o ls and teac he rs to share with stude nts the pro c e s s e s
of ge t t i ng me a n i ng from text as well as the unde rs t a nd i ng that
re ad i ng is a pro b le m - s o l v i ng ac t i v i t y — o ne that cons t a ntly poses
c h a l le nges to the re ader and re q u i res a variety of stra t e g i e s
( L a nge r, 2000).

7. Sustaining the Effort In these days of high-stakes testing, one of
t he greatest challe nges fac i ng teac he rs and scho o ls that re c o g n i z e
t he importance of establishing a scho o l - w i de re ad i ng initiative is
to support and maintain the effort lo ng enough for it to have an
effect on the school and its culture. Too often, we find ours e l ve s
fo rced to take on the sho r t - ra nge fo c us of a discipline ’s cont e nt
ra t her than the lo ng - ra nge view of deve lo p i ng the processes that
m a ke stude nts inde p e nde nt le a r ne rs of a discipline. One simple
s t rategy for ens u r i ng that any initiative is sus t a i ned and supported
over time is the use of a lo ng- and short-term planning pro c e s s.

In this pro c e s s, the faculty establishes a ye a r lo ng goal. It the n
i de ntifies a step that all staff me m b e rs can take over the next 30
d a ys. Me m b e rs work individually or in teams to accomplish the
ag reed upon step. One mo nth later the staff me e ts to discuss the
o u tc o me of the small step it took: what wo r ked and what did no t .
I n fo r med by this discussion, the faculty then ide ntifies a second
step towa rd the lo ng-term goal that it will take for the next 30
d a ys. The process of action, re f lection, and planning cont i nu e s
t h ro u g hout the school ye a r, culminating in an evaluation of how
well the lo ng-term goal was ac h i eved and the establishme nt of a
new lo ng-term goal for the next school ye a r.
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An Example

L e t ’s take a look at how this mo del might play out us i ng the R e a d e r ’s
H a nd b o o k. We s ts i de Midd le School has de c l a red that improv i ng stude nt
le a r n i ng and re ad i ng abilities is its fo c us for the school ye a r, and it is
committed to us i ng the R e a d e r ’s Hand b o o k as a key tool. At the initial
staff me e t i ngs for the school ye a r, the staff wo r ks to turn this de c l a ra-
tion into a plan of action by ide nt i f y i ng two lo ng-term go a ls that it
will work to ac h i eve during the school year: 

■ to establish a scho o l - w i de common lang u age for stude nt and staff
to use when talking about how to learn from and unde rs t a nd tex t

■ to prov i de stude nts with the to o ls to be successful le a r ne rs in eac h
of their cours e s

T hese two go a ls are fairly compre he ns i ve, and ex p e r i e nce has show n
us that wo r k i ng to ac h i eve go a ls that are too bro ad can often be
do o med to fa i l u re. So, the staff of We s ts i de, while ke e p i ng its lo ng -
term go a ls in mind, establishes a mo re ac h i eva b le obje c t i ve that will
move it towa rd ac c o m p l i s h i ng the bro ader goal. After discussion, the
We s ts i de faculty de t e r m i ned that during the first half of the scho o l
year it wo u ld fo c us only on the first goal: establishing a scho o l - w i de
c o m mon lang u age.

At its initial me e t i ng of the ye a r, the staff wo r ked to ac h i eve the firs t
s hort-term goal for the year: int ro d uce the R e a d e r ’s Hand b o o k to all
s t ude nts by pre s e nt i ng the opening section, “How to Use This Book.”
G rade - level teams of math, scienc e, social stud i e s, and lang u age arts
t e ac he rs planned the specifics of how, over the next 30 days, they
wo u ld accomplish this short-term goal and shared their plans with the
e nt i re staff. During the next mo nth, the teams wo r ked to imple me nt
t heir plan.

At the October staff me e t i ng, each team reported its pro g re s s.
S uccesses we re shared, and pro b le ms we re pre s e nted. The full gro u p
d i s c ussed the successes and shared potential solutions to the pro b le ms.
T hen, within the cont ext of both the prev i o us mo nt h ’s ac c o m p l i s h-
me nts and the lo ng-term goal of establishing a common lang u age, a
new short-term goal for the ent i re school was established: to int ro d uc e
t he re ad i ng process to all stude nts us i ng Chapter 2 of the R e a d e r ’s
H a nd b o o k.

Again, teams met to devise their plans. Those plans we re shared with
t he full staff and, over the next 30 days, imple me nted. At the nex t
staff me e t i ng, successes and pro b le ms we re discussed and, within the
c o nt ext of the lo ng-term goal, a short-term goal for the next 30 days
was establishe d .
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This process of short-term planning within the context of progress
toward long-term goals continued throughout the school year and
provided the entire school with the focus and direction that resulted
in the successful achievement of its goals. This process has several
benefits.

■ It prov i des an opportunity for all me m b e rs of the school commu n i-
ty to contribute to establishing both lo ng- and short-term go a ls.

■ It allows for both successes and issues to be raised and discus s e d
in the process of re f le c t i ng and planning. (Too often we only he a r
about the positives when, in fact, he l p i ng to solve the ne g a t i ve s
can be the key to a successful initiative. )

■ It keeps the initiative up fro nt, as a critical part of the commu n i-
t y ’s discussion and fabric at each mo nthly me e t i ng .

It is through the use of this or other “stay the course” effo r ts that the
s uccess of any initiative can be assure d .
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