
Writing to Improve Learning, Not Just Prove Learning
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2www.thinkcerca.com

Agenda

● Writing to Learn

● Leading Writing Across Disciplines

● Ready to Use Instructional Strategies

● Building Every Teacher’s Capacity for Teaching Writing



Why Does Writing Matter?
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“The rising correlation between education and income is evidence of the
increasing literacy orientation of many workplaces.” (Shanahan and Shanahan, 2008) 

21st Century Jobs Require:

Critical 
Reading

Communication Critical 
Thinking

OECD Policy Brief on the Future of Work: 
Automation and Independent Work in a Digital Economy, May 2016

Writing Collaboration

Assessments Require More Robust Writing



An Academic Writing Solution

4

The CERCA Framework encourages the development of critical 
thinking and literacy skills by breaking down critical reading and 

academic writing into five key components.

Claim Evidence Reasoning Counterargument Audience

C E R C A



Ambitious Curriculum, Instruction and Assessment
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Average

5 Essentials Sample

University of Chicago CCSR
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Argumentation and Writing Drive Growth

English Class Practice Rise in English Subtest Score Applied Using ThinkCERCA

Rewrote a paper or essay in response to comments 0.19 ✓

Discussed how culture, time, or place affects an author’s writing 0.27 ✓

Explained how writers use tools like symbolism 0.35 ✓

Improved a piece of writing through collaboration with a class or with partners 0.38 ✓

Debated the meaning of reading 0.22 ✓

Across all classes, the students wrote papers defending their point of view of ideas 5 or more 
times (compared to less than 5) 0.39 ✓

Discussed how culture, time, or place affects an author’s writing 0.19 ✓

Math Class Practice Rise in Reading Subtest Score Applied Using ThinkCERCA

Discussed possible solutions to problems with other students 0.29 ✓

Used a graphing calculator to complete an assignment 0.31

Science Class Practice Rise in Science Subtest Score Applied Using ThinkCERCA

Used laboratory equipment or specimens 0.16

Wrote lab reports 0.12 ✓

Generated their own hypothesis/claim 0.18 ✓

Used evidence/data to support an argument or hypothesis 0.21 ✓

Found information from graphs and tables 0.19 ✓



Sample Reading Selection SAT
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This passage is adapted from Richard Florida, The Great Reset. ©2010 by Richard Florida.

In today’s idea-driven economy, the cost of time is what really matters. With the constant pressure to innovate, it 

makes little sense to waste countless collective hours commuting. So, the most efficient and productive regions are 

those in which people are thinking and working—not sitting in traffic.

The auto-dependent transportation system has reached its limit in most major cities and megaregions. Commuting by 

car is among the least efficient of all our activities—not to mention among the least enjoyable, according to detailed 

research by the Nobel Prize–winning economist Daniel Kahneman and his colleagues. Though one might think that the 

economic crisis beginning in 2007 would have reduced traffic (high unemployment means fewer workers traveling to 

and from work), the opposite has been true. Average commutes have lengthened, and congestion has gotten worse, if 

anything. The average commute rose in 2008 to 25.5 minutes, “erasing years of decreases to stand at the level of 2000, 

as people had to leave home earlier in the morning to pick up friends for their ride to work or to catch a bus or subway 

train,” according to the U.S. Census Bureau, which collects the figures. And those are average figures. Commutes are far 

longer in the big West Coast cities of Los Angeles and San Francisco and the East Coast cities of New York, Philadelphia, 

Baltimore, and Washington, D.C. In many of these cities, gridlock has become the norm, not just at rush hour but all day, 

every day.



Cognitive Science 
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“Learning results from what the student 

does and thinks and only what the 

student does and thinks. The teacher can 

advance learning only by influencing 

what the student does to learn.”
(Herbert A. Simon quoted in Ambrose, 2010, p1)
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Transforming Education Where it Matters Most

Unifying schools 
around rigorous critical 

thinking instruction.
TEACHERS CONTENT

STUDENTS

Improve instruction Increase challenge

Increase engagement

The
Instructional
Core
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SAT Score Breakdown
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Cognitive Science

What does ambitious instruction 

look like?

Play

http://blog.thinkcerca.com/video-student-voice-and-choice-at-work-in-chicagos-ashburn-elementary
http://blog.thinkcerca.com/video-student-voice-and-choice-at-work-in-chicagos-ashburn-elementary
http://blog.thinkcerca.com/video-student-voice-and-choice-at-work-in-chicagos-ashburn-elementary


Why Does Writing Matter?
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The skills of argumentation and 

argumentative writing do not 

develop independently and that 

most adults are not skilled arguers 

(Kuhn 1993, 1991)



When does writing matter?
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“Writing focuses the brain like nothing else. 

(Donahue and Blewett.) The act of writing 

helps individuals work through complex texts 

and concepts, and offers students the 

opportunity to “truly explore their own grasp 

of content materials at a deeper level of 

thinking, communicate that to the teacher, 

and offer a genuine sample for ascertaining 

student knowledge” (Sisson and Sisson 

2016).

Process and Product



When does writing matter?
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“Writing is how we think our way 

into a subject and make it our 

own.”
(Zinsser, 2013)
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Leading Writing Across Disciplines



Creating a Culture Where Rigor is the Norm through Writing

3 Variables in Increasing Access to Rigorous Instruction:

16

Text Task Context
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Math

What weight will the fourth scale 

display? 

Think carefully! There’s a quick and 

clever shortcut for solving this. 
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Science

What was the earliest point at which 

the government should have stepped 

in to stop the spread of ebola?

Total suspected, probable, and confirmed cases of Ebola virus 
disease in Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra Leone, 

March 25, 2014 – February 14, 2016
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English Language Arts

Which road is the author referring to 

with his title The Road Not Taken?

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,
And sorry I could not travel both
And be one traveler, long I stood
And looked down one as far as I could
To where it bent in the undergrowth;

Then took the other, as just as fair,
And having perhaps the better claim,
Because it was grassy and wanted wear;
Though as for that the passing there
Had worn them really about the same,

And both that morning equally lay
In leaves no step had trodden black.
Oh, I kept the first for another day!
Yet knowing how way leads on to way,
I doubted if I should ever come back.

I shall be telling this with a sigh
Somewhere ages and ages hence:
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—
I took the one less traveled by,
And that has made all the difference.

Robert Frost



Example Task Set Variable: The Road Not Taken
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Draw the action of the poem.

What is the student doing cognitively?

Understanding and describing the narrative 
structure of the poem through illustration.

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,
And sorry I could not travel both
And be one traveler, long I stood

And looked down one as far as I could
To where it bent in the undergrowth;

Then took the other, as just as fair,
And having perhaps the better claim,

Because it was grassy and wanted wear;
Though as for that the passing there

Had worn them really about the same,

And both that morning equally lay
In leaves no step had trodden black.
Oh, I kept the first for another day!

Yet knowing how way leads on to way,
I doubted if I should ever come back.

I shall be telling this with a sigh
Somewhere ages and ages hence:

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—
I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference.



Example Task Set Variable: The Road Not Taken
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Perform a dramatic reading of the poem.

What is the student doing cognitively?

Analyzing the speaker thoughts, feelings, and 
actions and conveying the student’s claims about 
the tone of the speaker at any given point 
through performance.

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,
And sorry I could not travel both
And be one traveler, long I stood

And looked down one as far as I could
To where it bent in the undergrowth;

Then took the other, as just as fair,
And having perhaps the better claim,

Because it was grassy and wanted wear;
Though as for that the passing there

Had worn them really about the same,

And both that morning equally lay
In leaves no step had trodden black.
Oh, I kept the first for another day!

Yet knowing how way leads on to way,
I doubted if I should ever come back.

I shall be telling this with a sigh
Somewhere ages and ages hence:

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—
I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference.



Example Task Set Variable: The Road Not Taken
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Highlight patterns that you find in the sounds 
used in the poem.

What is the student doing cognitively?

Understanding and analyzing the author’s use of 
rhyme.

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,
And sorry I could not travel both
And be one traveler, long I stood

And looked down one as far as I could
To where it bent in the undergrowth;

Then took the other, as just as fair,
And having perhaps the better claim,

Because it was grassy and wanted wear;
Though as for that the passing there

Had worn them really about the same,

And both that morning equally lay
In leaves no step had trodden black.
Oh, I kept the first for another day!

Yet knowing how way leads on to way,
I doubted if I should ever come back.

I shall be telling this with a sigh
Somewhere ages and ages hence:

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—
I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference.



Example Task Set Variable: The Road Not Taken
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Highlight patterns that you find in the images 
described in the poem.

What is the student doing cognitively? 

Analyzing the author’s use of imagery.

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,
And sorry I could not travel both
And be one traveler, long I stood

And looked down one as far as I could
To where it bent in the undergrowth;

Then took the other, as just as fair,
And having perhaps the better claim,

Because it was grassy and wanted wear;
Though as for that the passing there

Had worn them really about the same,

And both that morning equally lay
In leaves no step had trodden black.
Oh, I kept the first for another day!

Yet knowing how way leads on to way,
I doubted if I should ever come back.

I shall be telling this with a sigh
Somewhere ages and ages hence:

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—
I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference.



Example Task Set Variable: The Road Not Taken
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Annotate the poem, noting how the author uses 
punctuation to reinforce meaning in the poem.

What is the student doing cognitively?

Analyzing the author’s use of syntax and 
punctuation to underscore themes in a poem.

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,
And sorry I could not travel both
And be one traveler, long I stood

And looked down one as far as I could
To where it bent in the undergrowth;

Then took the other, as just as fair,
And having perhaps the better claim,

Because it was grassy and wanted wear;
Though as for that the passing there

Had worn them really about the same,

And both that morning equally lay
In leaves no step had trodden black.
Oh, I kept the first for another day!

Yet knowing how way leads on to way,
I doubted if I should ever come back.

I shall be telling this with a sigh
Somewhere ages and ages hence:

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—
I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference.



Example Task Set Variable: The Road Not Taken
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What is Robert Frost’s argument about the 
nature of choice?

What is the student doing cognitively?

Evaluating the poet’s technical choices and 
synthesizing the evidence of the poem to support 
a claim using text evidence.

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,
And sorry I could not travel both
And be one traveler, long I stood

And looked down one as far as I could
To where it bent in the undergrowth;

Then took the other, as just as fair,
And having perhaps the better claim,

Because it was grassy and wanted wear;
Though as for that the passing there

Had worn them really about the same,

And both that morning equally lay
In leaves no step had trodden black.
Oh, I kept the first for another day!

Yet knowing how way leads on to way,
I doubted if I should ever come back.

I shall be telling this with a sigh
Somewhere ages and ages hence:

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—
I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference.
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Why would Frederick Douglass choose to begin his autobiographically-based argument against slavery, 
with a discussion of why masters deprive slaves of knowing their birthdays? 

I was born in Tuckahoe, near Hillsborough, and about twelve miles from Easton, in Talbot 
county, Maryland. I have no accurate knowledge of my age, never having seen any authentic 
record containing it. By far the larger part of the slaves know as little of their ages as horses 
know of theirs, and it is the wish of most masters within my knowledge to keep their slaves thus 
ignorant. I do not remember to have ever met a slave who could tell of his birthday. They seldom 
come nearer to it than planting-time, harvest-time, cherry-time, spring-time, or fall-time. A want 
of information concerning my own was a source of unhappiness to me even during childhood. 
The white children could tell their ages. I could not tell why I ought to be deprived of the same 
privilege. I was not allowed to make any inquiries of my master concerning it. He deemed all 
such inquiries on the part of a slave improper and impertinent, and evidence of a restless spirit. 
The nearest estimate I can give makes me now between twenty-seven and twenty-eight years of 
age. I come to this, from hearing my master say, some time during 1835, I was about seventeen 
years old.
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scientist image separator Building Every Teacher’s Capacity to Teach Writing
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Is this a strong piece of writing?

Shud we have chocolit milk at school? I think you should serve 

chocolate milk because kids like the tast of it. Also chocolate milk 

has the same umot of Fat and proten and calcium as wite milk. this 

givs you enrgy and keps your bonse strong. I know that chocolit 

milk has los of shugr but chocolit milk Also has hafea stuf to. We 

shud have chocolit milk at school.
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Claim

Reasoning

Evidence

Reasoning

Counterargument

Is this a strong piece of writing?

The reason this is true is because...

Clearly,  x  shows that  y...

The  x  shows  y  and...

On the other hand,  z  shows...

Is this a strong piece of writing?
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Growth Mindset: What’s Right About This?

Shud we have chocolit milk at school? I think you should serve 

chocolate milk because kids like the tast of it. Also chocolate milk 

has the same umot of Fat and proten and calcium as wite milk. this 

givs you enrgy and keps your bonse strong. I know that chocolit 

milk has los of shugr but chocolit milk Also has hafea stuf to. We 

shud have chocolit milk at school.
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Growth Mindset: What’s Right About This?

Shud we have chocolit milk at school? I think you should serve 

chocolate milk because kids like the tast of it. Also chocolate milk 

has the same umot of Fat and proten and calcium as wite milk. this 

givs you enrgy and keps your bonse strong. I know that chocolit 

milk has los of shugr but chocolit milk Also has hafea stuf to. We 

shud have chocolit milk at school.
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Claim

Reasoning

Evidence

Reasoning

Counterargument

The root cause of the student achievement problem is  x.

The reason this is true is because...

Clearly,  x  shows that  y...

The  x  shows  y  and...

On the other hand,  z  shows...

What is the root cause of the student achievement problem?
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“[ThinkCERCA] was found to have an extremely large 
impact, producing gains equivalent to roughly an extra 

year’s worth of academic growth." – EdWeek

4x growth 
next best ed tech product 

(26 best new ed tech products evaluated)

2 years 
of growth
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Our Results: Atlantic Research Partners Study

Students in grade levels with significant use of ThinkCERCA 
outperformed their peers nationally on NWEA growth at different 

attainment levels in the academic year 2014-15.

Source: Atlantic Research Partners, “Literacy Instruction with ThinkCERCA: Findings from Chicago Public Schools” study, January 2016
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Proven to help students learn to read and write

Validated in Multiple High Profile Efficacy Studies:

2 years of growth
4x more growth than the
next best product.

In a study of 102 schools, 
ThinkCERCA students outperformed 
their peers nationally.

Statistically significant impact on 
writing seen in as early as 
8 weeks of implementation.

Source: Atlantic Research Partners, “Literacy Instruction with ThinkCERCA” study, 2016
Source: SRI Education, “Literacy Courseware Challenge Evaluation” study, 2016
Source: Leap Innovations, “Results from the LEAP Innovations Pilot Network” study, 2014-15

“In literacy, a product I like is ThinkCERCA. It meets kids 
where they are, again, personalized, and gets them 
engaged. It helps them with writing, and that's an area we 
haven't had nearly enough innovation. It challenges you 
with texts, forces you to identify things, and then looks at 
your own writing in terms of presenting a claim, evidence, 
and good reasoning. And again, that's one that is showing 
good results for students.”

—Bill Gates, Microsoft
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Hendricks

"Hendricks Loves ThinkCERCA! Hendricks Academy 
has incorporated ThinkCERCA in their middle 

grades language arts curriculum for the past four 
years. Each year the school has experienced 

tremendous success. During the four year 
partnership, Hendricks' middle grade students have 

progressed from 35% of their students at grade 
level to 60+% at grade level status.”

—Antoine Drink
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Student Writing Growth: Hendricks
April 2017:October 2016:
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Chavez

"ThinkCERCA has been a powerful tool for our 
teachers as they have worked to improve their 
CCSS-aligned writing instruction. Their on-line 
materials are exceptional, their reports allow 

teachers to quickly identify student deficiencies, 
and the professional support they offer teachers 

and me ensures that we maximize the impact of the 
program. Our students' writing has dramatically 

improved thanks to ThinkCERCA."

-Bart Dassinger
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Student Writing Growth: Chavez

October 2016: April  2017:
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Wildwood

“Students who have used ThinkCERCA the most 
and the cohort that has used it for two consecutive 
years made the highest conditional growth (377%) 
we have seen on Reading NWEA, and continued to 

show high achievement. The data lines up for 
ThinkCERCA usage and achievement on PARCC as 
well, with 74% of 7th graders meeting or exceeding 

reading standards. The process of CERCA has 
supported students in developing text-based 

evidence approaches to reading comprehension.”

—Mary Beth Cunat
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Student Writing Growth: Wildwood
October 2016: May 2017:
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Ashburn

“When it comes to personalized, differentiated 
learning, ThinkCERCA is unparalleled. Not only did 
overall student engagement and critical thinking 

skills improve, our students were fully immersed in 
real life, relevant topics, debates and projects that 

will help shape them into socially conscious 
individuals for a lifetime.”

-Jewel Diaz
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Student Writing Growth: Ashburn
October 2016:
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Student Writing Growth: Ashburn
May 2017:



An Academic Writing Solution

46

The CERCA Framework encourages the development of critical 
thinking and literacy skills by breaking down critical reading and 

academic writing into five key components.

Claim Evidence Reasoning Counterargument Audience

C E R C A



Sample Reading Selection

47

This passage is adapted from Richard Florida, The Great Reset. ©2010 by Richard Florida.

In today’s idea-driven economy, the cost of time is what really matters. With the constant pressure to innovate, it 

makes little sense to waste countless collective hours commuting. So, the most efficient and productive regions are 

those in which people are thinking and working—not sitting in traffic.

The auto-dependent transportation system has reached its limit in most major cities and megaregions. Commuting by 

car is among the least efficient of all our activities—not to mention among the least enjoyable, according to detailed 

research by the Nobel Prize–winning economist Daniel Kahneman and his colleagues. Though one might think that the 

economic crisis beginning in 2007 would have reduced traffic (high unemployment means fewer workers traveling to 

and from work), the opposite has been true. Average commutes have lengthened, and congestion has gotten worse, if 

anything. The average commute rose in 2008 to 25.5 minutes, “erasing years of decreases to stand at the level of 2000, 

as people had to leave home earlier in the morning to pick up friends for their ride to work or to catch a bus or subway 

train,” according to the U.S. Census Bureau, which collects the figures. And those are average figures. Commutes are far 

longer in the big West Coast cities of Los Angeles and San Francisco and the East Coast cities of New York, Philadelphia, 

Baltimore, and Washington, D.C. In many of these cities, gridlock has become the norm, not just at rush hour but all day, 

every day.



Sample Reading Selection, Continued
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The costs are astounding. In Los Angeles, congestion eats up more than 485 million working hours a year; that’s 

seventy hours, or nearly two weeks, of full-time work per commuter. In D.C., the time cost of congestion is sixty-two 

hours per worker per year. In New York it’s forty-four hours. Average it out, and the time cost across America’s thirteen 

biggest city-regions is fifty-one hours per worker per year. Across the country, commuting wastes 4.2 billion hours of 

work time annually—nearly a full workweek for every commuter. The overall cost to the U.S. economy is nearly $90 billion 

when lost productivity and wasted fuel are taken into account. At the Martin Prosperity Institute, we calculate that every 

minute shaved off America’s commuting time is worth $19.5 billion in value added to the economy. The numbers add up 

fast: five minutes is worth $97.7 billion; ten minutes, $195 billion; fifteen minutes, $292 billion.

It’s ironic that so many people still believe the main remedy for traffic congestion is to build more roads and highways, 

which of course only makes the problem worse. New roads generate higher levels of “induced traffic,” that is, new roads 

just invite drivers to drive more and lure people who take mass transit back to their cars. Eventually, we end up with more 

clogged roads rather than a long-term improvement in traffic flow.



Sample Reading Selection, Continued

49

The costs are astounding. In Los Angeles, congestion eats up more than 485 million working hours a year; that’s 

seventy hours, or nearly two weeks, of full-time work per commuter. In D.C., the time cost of congestion is sixty-two 

hours per worker per year. In New York it’s forty-four hours. Average it out, and the time cost across America’s thirteen 

biggest city-regions is fifty-one hours per worker per year. Across the country, commuting wastes 4.2 billion hours of 

work time annually—nearly a full workweek for every commuter. The overall cost to the U.S. economy is nearly $90 billion 

when lost productivity and wasted fuel are taken into account. At the Martin Prosperity Institute, we calculate that every 

minute shaved off America’s commuting time is worth $19.5 billion in value added to the economy. The numbers add up 

fast: five minutes is worth $97.7 billion; ten minutes, $195 billion; fifteen minutes, $292 billion.

It’s ironic that so many people still believe the main remedy for traffic congestion is to build more roads and highways, 

which of course only makes the problem worse. New roads generate higher levels of “induced traffic,” that is, new roads 

just invite drivers to drive more and lure people who take mass transit back to their cars. Eventually, we end up with more 

clogged roads rather than a long-term improvement in traffic flow.



Sample Reading Selection, Continued

50

The coming decades will likely see more intense clustering of jobs, innovation, and productivity in a smaller number of 

bigger cities and city-regions. Some regions could end up bloated beyond the capacity of their infrastructure, while 

others struggle, their promise stymied by inadequate human or other resources.



Sample Reading Selection, Continued

51

The coming decades will likely see more intense clustering of jobs, innovation, and productivity in a smaller number of 

bigger cities and city-regions. Some regions could end up bloated beyond the capacity of their infrastructure, while 

others struggle, their promise stymied by inadequate human or other resources.



Sample Questions: Global Meaning
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Claim



Sample Questions: Implicit Meaning
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Audience



Sample Questions: Evidence and Reasoning
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Reasoning

Evidence
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Writing Like A Historian

56

“...[H]istorians ask questions and review a 

variety of historical sources to make claims 

about the actors and events of the past. In 

other words, they investigate and interpret 

the past by researching documents and 

artifacts—receipts, diaries, paintings, 

stories—in order to answer the questions 

they have.” 

Annenberg Learner



Goals

57

1. Teach content through the 
investigation of primary and 
secondary sources

2. Develop specific literacy practices in 
reading and writing that promote 
historical interpretation

3. Support analytical ways of thinking 
about the past

- Annenberg Learner



Example from the Field

58

Students read and analyzed texts from 

multiple sources, with multiple 

perspectives to answer the argumentative 

question, “How did the westward 

expansion of the United States affect the 

many different populations of people 

who journeyed west or encountered one 

another there?” 
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Writing Like A Mathematician



Writing Like A Mathematician
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“Writing can provide opportunities 

for students to construct their own 

knowledge of mathematics.”
(Countryman, 1992)



Writing Like A Mathematician

61

What language, skills, and concepts 

- specific to math - do you need to 

know to be successful answering 

this question? n * (a+b)



Writing Like A Mathematician

62

n * (a+b)

What do n, a, and b mean? 
What do they stand for?
What do they indicate?

What does the parentheses mean in 
this equation?

Where else do we use parentheses?

How do I use the plus sign and 
multiplication sign?

How do I connect the 
abstract to the concrete with 

this type of question?



Example from the Field 

63

While students need to be able to 

solve problems, it is important that 

they understand how a concrete 

problem is connected to an 

abstract concept.

Multi Step Word Problem 
example:

Should the class follow Cole’s 
recommendation or Ava’s 

recommendation about the 
size of pizza slices to cut? 



Writing Like A Mathematician

64

What this teacher did:

✓ Teaches vocabulary, concepts, and 
features of mathematics explicitly

✓ Compares purposes across 
disciplines 

✓ Build relationships between 
concrete and abstract
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Writing Like A Scientist

66

“Writing like a scientist requires a set of 

rules that are unique to science texts, 

such as use of passive voice, noun 

phrases, nominalization of verbs, and 

language regarding confidence.” 
(Fang & Schleppegrell, 2011)



Example from the Field

67

Students read and summarized 

differentiated texts to answer the 

argumentative question, “To what 

extent do genes and the environment 

affect the development of cancer?” 

- Ava Javid, Science Educator, 

Sequoia High School



Example from the Field

68

What this teacher did:

✓ Expanded the lesson from a 
narrow focus on mitosis

✓ Connected to a larger topic that 
students could dig deeper into 

✓ Provided a variety of resources

✓ Assigned a clear and concise task 
requiring use a variety of 
knowledge & science writing skills
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Ready to Use 
Instructional Strategies



Strategies
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The CERCA framework can be used to:

● ask questions of all types of text

● engage students in 

evidence-based writing

● support students in analyzing 

complex texts

● make thinking visible



Strategies
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The CERCA framework can be used to:

● provide a structure for debate 

across all content areas

● promote collaboration using 

varied perspectives

● engage students in 

evidence-based discussions
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Building Every Teacher’s Capacity 
for Teaching Writing



Cross-Curricular Lesson Library

73



Teacher Selects and Assigns Differentiated Lessons

74

● Content for ELA, Science, Social 
Studies, and Math

● Lessons differentiated for 10 levels 
of readiness

● Embedded tools to auto-assign by 
level



Students Read “Just Right” Texts

75

● Standards-aligned, discipline-specific 
highlighting and summarizing

● Vocabulary and audio support 

● Automated comprehension 
assessments



Students Build Arguments and Collaborate with Peers
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● Interactive Argument Builder

● Rigorous writing prompts focused 
on debatable issues

● Standards-aligned sentence frames



Students Submit Writing
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● Development of analytical skills

● Practice providing supporting 
evidence using discipline-specific 
language

● Creation of constructed responses 
to text-based questions



Teachers Provide Actionable Feedback for Growth
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● Standards-aligned grading rubrics

● Personalized, one-on-one feedback

● Real-time data to monitor student 
progress



District and School Leaders Monitor Progress
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● Performance on literacy standards 
by grade or class

● Performance on literacy standards 
by grade or class

● Time-on-task and usage data



District Administrator Dashboard Walkthrough
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Implementation Models
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Cognitive Science

What does ambitious instruction 

look like?

Play

https://thinkcerca.wistia.com/medias/lrq6v7ok6d
https://thinkcerca.wistia.com/medias/lrq6v7ok6d
https://thinkcerca.wistia.com/medias/lrq6v7ok6d
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Low Tech Labs or Carts

Paired 
Discussion

Self-Paced, Leveled 
Reading and Writing

Teacher/Student 
Interaction
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Low Tech Labs or Carts: Peer Collaboration
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Low Tech Centers

Independent Online Reading
Grouped by Reading Level

Small-Group Socratic Dialogue

6 7 8
Online Drafting Peer Editing

Vocabulary
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Low Tech Centers: Vocabulary Station
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Leveled Groups

Robots in the Dairy

3

Earth’s Soil is Getting Too Salty Testing Future Conditions for the Food Chain

A Bird, a Plane, a Garden?

The Quest for Everlasting Agriculture

Diggin’ Dirt

Reading 
Level

6Reading 
Levels 87 9Reading 

Levels 10 11Reading 
Levels 12

4Reading 
Level 5Reading 

Level

NGSS Disciplinary Core Ideas:
How can we prepare to farm in a world with a changing climate?
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Leveled Groups

https://thinkcerca.wistia.com/medias/sv2dwbslzf
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Flex Groups

Collaborative 
Discussion, Debate, 

and Drafting

Self-Paced Learning
Review, reading, 
drafting, revision

Small-Group 
Socratic Dialogue
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Flex Groups

Small group direct instruction 
with Minilessons

Self-paced, differentiated, 
close reading

Collaborative, evidence-based 
writing and debate
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Suggested Usage Across Subjects

ELA Science Social Studies Math

Four 45-minute 
online sessions

per month

Two 45-minute
online sessions

per month

Two 45-minute 
online sessions

per month

Two 45-minute
online sessions

per month at the end of a unit



ELA SS Science Math

AUG

SEP

OCT

NOV

DEC

JAN

FEB

MAR

APR

MAY

JUN

ELA SS Science Math

AUG

SEP

OCT

NOV

DEC

JAN

FEB

MAR

APR

MAY

JUN

Usage Across Subjects: 10 Lessons = Two Years of Growth
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ELA SS Science Math

AUG

SEP

OCT

NOV

DEC

JAN

FEB

MAR

APR

MAY

JUN

One Subject Two Subjects Two Subjects

Benchmark Assessment



ELA SS Science Math

AUG

SEP

OCT

NOV

DEC

JAN

FEB

MAR

APR

MAY

JUN

ELA SS Science Math

AUG

SEP

OCT

NOV

DEC

JAN

FEB

MAR

APR

MAY

JUN

Usage Across Subjects: 10 Lessons = Two Years of Growth
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Three Subjects Four Subjects

Benchmark Assessment
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Weekly Planning: Essential

Monday Tuesday Wednesday

Activity

Resource

Required
Tech Access

Close Reading Writing

Direct Instruction +
Applied Reading and Writing

Essential

1:1 1:1 or Rotation

Thursday Friday
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Weekly Planning: Optimal

Monday Tuesday Wednesday

Activity

Resource

Required
Tech Access

Close Reading Writing

Direct Instruction +
Applied Reading and Writing

Essential
Thursday Friday

1:1 1:1 or Rotation

Introducing Key 
Skills & Vocab

Optimal Optimal

Discussion & 
Finish-Up

Independent 
Reading

Direct 
Instruction

Listening & 
Speaking Activities

Additional Reading 
Practice

None None 1:1 or Rotation
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Thank You

Teach critical thinking through argumentative writing
Personalized Literacy Platform for Grades 4-12
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Writing to Learn



Collaborative Feedback

98

“In the best classrooms, writing for 

learning is facilitated through 

collaboration with a peer or revision 

based on feedback from a teacher.”



Bridging Writing to Debate

99

“The debating aspect of argumentative 

writing adds a naturally social element to 

classroom work, motivating and 

engaging learners at all levels of 

readiness.”



Literacy Development 
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Intermediate Literacy

Disciplinary 
Literacy

Basic Literacy

Teaching students to be better 

writers is important to improving 

learning, but its value goes beyond 

test scores. National standards tie 

writing proficiency to career and 

college readiness, and effective 

writing has real currency in the 

marketplace.”
(Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008)

More sophisticated, 
less generalizable



Disciplinary Literacy 
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Content literacy emphasizes 

techniques that a novice might use to 

make sense of a disciplinary text...while 

disciplinary literacy emphasizes the 

unique tools that the experts in a 

discipline use to participate in the work 

of that discipline.” 
(Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012) 



How does writing matter?
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“Simply put, writing is our critical thinking 

made visible.”



How does writing matter?
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“All there is to writing is having ideas. To 

learn to write is to learn to have ideas.”
- Robert Frost



Why Does Writing Matter?

104

“Eventually we will send our 

students out into the wild, where 

newspapers of record, college 

courses, bosses and colleagues, and 

increasingly health care providers, 

bankers, and others will not provide 

them with accessible texts.”


