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C H A P T E R  5

Using Writing to Develop 
Struggling Learners’ Higher Level 

Reading Comprehension
James L. Collins and Timothy P. Madigan

For the past three years we have been conducting a major research study 
to determine if writing can be used to improve reading comprehension 
in low-performing schools. The answer, we are delighted to report, is a 

resounding Yes. Writing does indeed improve reading comprehension, even for 
students who struggle with reading and writing. We realize this claim must 
seem preposterous—how can students who cannot read very well possibly 
write about their reading? And how can the one or two broken sentences they 
might independently write possibly improve their reading comprehension? In 
this chapter we answer these questions by describing how assisted writing in 
the form of interactive thinksheets can be used to develop reading comprehen-
sion. A thinksheet consists of several pages of questions and answer spaces 
that help students write about the reading they are doing, and an interactive 
thinksheet is one that the writer uses in collaboration with teachers and peers. 
In what follows, we make the case that interactive thinksheets scaffold higher 
level thinking by helping struggling learners write about their reading, and we 
offer guidelines for teachers who want to develop thinksheets to use with their 
own students.

The official title of our research study is “Writing Intensive Reading 
Comprehension (WIRC): Effects of Comprehension Instruction With and 
Without Integrated Writing Instruction on Fourth- and Fifth-Grade Students’ 
Reading Comprehension and Writing Performance.” We conducted the study in 
low-performing urban elementary schools, and as its title suggests, the WIRC 
research investigated the hypothesis that bringing together reading and writing 
will improve reading comprehension and writing performance. The research 
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brought reading and writing together by developing a curriculum innovation 
that uses assisted reading and writing supported by thinksheets.

As we have said, a thinksheet is a guide to writing about reading that teach-
ers use interactively with students. Thinksheets have been shown in previous 
research to be effective tools for guiding the writing processes of struggling 
students (Collins, 1998; Collins & Collins, 1996; Collins & Godinho, 1996; 
Englert, 1995; Englert & Mariage, 1990; Raphael, Kirschner, & Englert, 1986, 
1988; Tierney & Readence, 2000). By developing interactive thinksheets and 
testing their effectiveness through experimental research, the WIRC study chal-
lenged the conventional assumption that low-achieving students cannot use 
writing to make sense of their reading. It also challenged traditional ways of 
teaching reading and writing, such as teaching them separately, teaching them 
with reading coming first, and teaching them with extended writing about read-
ing being little used or withheld entirely until reading skills and background 
knowledge are sufficiently in place. We reasoned instead that it makes sense to 
use scaffolded writing about reading with struggling readers because writing 
during reading can contribute to comprehension and help build background 
knowledge.

The results of the two year-long experiments at the heart of the WIRC research 
support our argument. Integrating reading and writing through the use of think-
sheets in the WIRC experimental group produced levels of reading comprehen-
sion achievement and writing performance superior to the traditional instruction 
in the control group. Hierarchical linear modeling analyses of multiple-choice 
answers and constructed-response writing on pretests and posttests from 1,062 
fourth- and fifth-grade students in 50 classrooms in 10 low-performing urban 
schools (four 2-year experimental, three 1-year experimental, and three control 
schools) also reveal greater effects for special education and low-income students 
in the experimental group. WIRC-related classroom activities with interactive 
use of thinksheets as scaffolding tools contributed to the greater gains in reading 
and writing. In summary, the WIRC study found the following:

than students receiving traditional instruction.

-
nificant gains on multiple-choice items but not on constructed-response 
items. Once we controlled for teacher fidelity of implementation, fourth-
grade experimental students showed greater gains than controls for both 
multiple-choice and constructed-response items.
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both multiple-choice and constructed-response items even before control-
ling for teacher fidelity of implementation; gains became larger once we 
controlled for fidelity.

(that is, in both fourth and fifth grades) outperformed all other groups.

Bringing Together Reading and Writing
The main theoretical assumption we brought to the WIRC study is that writing 
about text not only benefits from development of reading ability but contributes 
to it as well. We also believe something is seriously wrong in schooling in the 
United States: Writing about reading is one of the most frequently occurring 
activities in educational settings, yet large proportions of elementary students 
fail to meet proficiency standards on tasks requiring them to write to demon-
strate understanding of reading. Results are even grimmer for students who are 
economically disadvantaged. Our conclusion is that serious deficits in the abil-
ity to use writing to make sense of reading contribute to the achievement gap 
so visible in schools.

Writing about reading deficits also helps account for differences between 
low-scoring responses and high-scoring ones in tests of reading comprehen-
sion that ask students to write about text. For example, a recent New York State 
assessment of fourth-grade English language arts (CTB McGraw-Hill, 2004) 
asked students to write after reading an essay and a poem about whales, and 
the prompt clearly specified that students should use information from the texts 
they had read in their responses:

Test Question:
Do you think that fishing boats should be allowed in waters where whales swim? 
Why or why not? Use details from BOTH the article and the poem to support your 
answer. In your answer, be sure to

Low-Scoring Response:
They should not be a loud where whale are. Because whale need to siw or they will 
die.
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High-Scoring Response:
I think fishing boats should not be allowed where whales are because the people 
might hurt the whale or get it in the fishing net and the whale might eat the fish in 
the fishing net and the people might throw a spear at it. They might even go and kill 
the whale for no reason what so ever. They might even hurt the whale with the boat 
and it might get killed that way. That is why I think that fishing boats and not allowed 
where whales are.

Where the second writer presents a relatively full, organized, and interest-
ing answer, the first writer uses information minimally, far from the extent 
necessary to form a skilled argument. Conventional wisdom suggests that the 
second writer is a talented reader and writer and is therefore successful at using 
writing to express an understanding of the reading. Notice that the test prompt 
makes this same assumption, that writing is to be used to express understanding 
achieved prior to the act of writing by asking students to state an opinion, explain 
it, and use details from the reading to support it. The first writer in this con-
ventional view is talented neither at understanding the reading nor at writing to 
communicate this understanding.

Instead of seeing reading to comprehend and writing to communicate as 
separate activities, the WIRC research argues that both students are using writ-
ing to make sense of their reading. The general theory here is that comprehen-
sion and expression happen together and coconstructively—comprehension 
contributes to expression, and expression contributes to comprehension. This 
is true of all language activities; talking and writing and even thinking in words 
help to construct meaning by capturing ideas and images in language. In this 
manner, comprehension and communication of meaning happen together 
because meaning is actively constructed as we use words to understand ideas 
and images.

What, then, accounts for the differences in the two samples of writing we 
just presented? The second writer shows higher achievement with writing about 
reading because she uses writing not only to repeat ideas from the reading but 
to connect and develop them as well; in the process of doing so, she constructs 
and transforms her knowledge of the reading. The first writer appears to be 
stuck at the stage of listing isolated ideas from the reading; he uses writing to 
tell what he knows by simply copying from the text. This suggests that he needs 
more assistance and practice with using writing to construct an understand-
ing of reading. It is this view that reading and writing are reciprocally related, 
each serving the other by contributing to the representation and processing of 
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knowledge, that allowed us to design thinksheets to scaffold writing about read-
ing activities for struggling learners.

Using Thinksheets to Improve Higher Level 
Literacy
Thinksheets assist students with identifying information from literature to con-
struct new meaning as they write about their reading. This is a reading strategy 
we call Targeted Reading, and its function is to help readers build a textbase 
for understanding the selection by writing down key ideas from their reading. 
Maintaining a consistent three-part structure (ideas, organization, extended 
writing), our thinksheets also assist students in choosing content and struc-
turing it as they use a graphic organizer to plan and write their essays. This is 
a writing strategy we call Select and Connect, and its function is to construct a 
mental model of the reading, first graphically and then verbally.

A thinksheet for the story The Gardener (Stewart, 1997), shown in Figure 
5.1, illustrates the three-part structure of the WIRC thinksheets. The think-
sheet opens with a main question, in this case, straight out of the “Think and 
Respond” section at the end of the story in the fourth-grade textbook used in 
our study: “How does Lydia Grace show strength during her year away?” The 
first five pages of the thinksheet provide probes and inquiries, such as “How do 
we know that Lydia Grace and Emma are good friends?” which target informa-
tion relevant to answering the main question from the story being read. On the 
sixth page, the graphic organizer, a diagram that asks students to list setting and 
plot details as they relate to the characters, assists students in selecting from the 
ideas they have identified on the first five pages, and it also assists them in con-
necting the ideas to plan the extended writing. Finally, the last two pages of the 
thinksheet provide the main question again and space for writing an elaborated 
response to it based on the idea identification and organization the writer has 
already done.

We want to say a little more about Targeted Reading and will do so by distin-
guishing it from cover-to-cover reading. Cover-to-cover reading refers to reading 
a selection from beginning to end, usually for pleasure rather than information; 
it is the style of reading children and adults often enjoy doing for its aesthetic 
rewards—think of a winter evening, a fireplace, an easy chair, a piece of home-
made fudge, and a good book. Targeted Reading refers to efferent reading aimed 
at achieving a focused purpose, such as getting specific bits of information from a 
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Figure 5.1. Example Thinksheet

(continued)
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Excerpts from THE GARDENER by Sarah Stewart, pictures by David Small. Text copyright © 1997 by Sarah 
Stewart. Reprinted by permission of Farrar, Straus and Giroux, LLC

Figure 5.1. Example Thinksheet (continued)
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specific text; it is the style of reading adults do when reading the newspaper, using 
an index, or researching a topic on the Internet, and it usually involves reading to 
get information and doing something as a result—studying a problem, ordering 
an item, fixing a flat tire, playing a video game, printing directions to a new desti-
nation, writing an academic piece. Targeted reading is focusing one’s attention on 
specific areas of text to answer a question or respond to a writing task. In addi-
tion to identifying ideas to use in building a textbase and mental model, targeted 
reading offers a good foundation for Bereiter and Scardamalia’s (1987) Knowledge 
Transforming model of the writing process. By beginning with a search for rel-
evant bits of information in the text they are reading and then organizing these 
related but discrete bits into a coherent whole, students are encouraged to create 
and structure meaning and thus construct and transform their knowledge of their 
reading. We believe this is precisely where the benefits of writing for improving 
higher level reading comprehension are derived. Figure 5.2, adapted from Bereiter 
and Scardamalia, illustrates our theory of how thinksheets assist students in solv-
ing cognitive problems involved in writing about reading.

Throughout our WIRC research, we observed that students using one of 
our thinksheets begin writing only after rereading portions of the selection they 
are writing about, rather than right after receiving the task. Students using our 
thinksheets and the knowledge transforming approach tend to do what we have 
come to call “two-handed reading.” They write with one hand on the book they 
are writing about and one hand on the thinksheet they are using. In this man-
ner, even students who “can’t read” (those who can’t independently read with 
high fluency and retention from the beginning to the end of a selection; i.e., they 
can’t do cover-to-cover reading by themselves) can track down information we 

Figure 5.2. Thinksheets and Cognitive Processes in Writing About Reading
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have targeted and write down the information so that it connects with other 
ideas and thus constructs and communicates understanding. Certainly this is a 
valuable skill, one that adults use for important purposes, and one that students 
should learn and practice in school.

Thinksheets Are Not Worksheets
Thinksheets are step-by-step guides to writing about reading, but they are not 
meant to be stand-alone worksheets. Throughout our work in developing think-
sheets for the WIRC intervention, we have been careful not to allow educa-
tors to view the use of thinksheets as a solution in itself, without devoting the 
instructional resources needed to use the thinksheets wisely. We did not want 
teachers to hand thinksheets to students and then walk away, and we certainly 
did not want thinksheets to be seen as reductive or formulaic busywork. From 
the beginning of our work, we envisioned teachers using thinksheets inter-
actively and discursively with students in focused reading-writing workshops 
where discussions, individual conferences, and teacher modeling guide the use 
of thinksheets for students, including students who struggle with literacy.

Researchers and educators have argued for decades that collaborative instruc-
tion, active learning, explicit modeling of cognitive strategies by teachers, and 
repeated, increasingly independent practice by students enhance the reading 
comprehension of struggling readers and writers (see, for example, Beers, 2003). 
To this mix of collaborative instruction, active learning, and strategic modeling 
the WIRC research added the necessity of bringing reading and writing togeth-
er at the point of transaction with text. We did this by developing thinksheets 
that engage students with reading and writing simultaneously by helping them 
think through, with teacher assistance, the problems they encounter while writ-
ing about reading. Thinksheets, thus, are meant to activate higher level thinking 
while students are writing during reading.

The earliest thinksheets were developed by Carol Sue Englert, Taffy Raphael, 
and Becky Kirschner in the mid-1980s, and their thinksheets were initially designed 
as part of a study to examine the metacognitive abilities of students during the 
writing process. Expanding on this work, Englert and Raphael (1988) developed 
a writing program called Cognitive Strategy Instruction in Writing (CSIW), which 
focused on teaching writing strategies to special education students. Englert and 
Raphael (1989) provide a clear definition of thinksheet, and at the same time explic-
itly provide the difference between a thinksheet and a traditional worksheet:



112     Collins & Madigan

The term, think-sheet, was selected to underscore their differences from traditional 
worksheets. Worksheets are typically used in elementary classrooms to promote stu-
dents’ independent practice of learned skills…. In contrast, think-sheets were devel-
oped as a tool for use during modeling and peer interactions. Their purpose is to 
provide support for teachers during modeling of writing component subprocesses, 
and later, to serve as reminders to students of appropriate strategy use during the 
subprocess in which they are engaged. (p. 125)

For the CSIW program, thinksheets were packaged in a series to guide students 
through the writing process and to scaffold writing by presenting a series of 
prompts to help writers to remember the self-questions and strategies for each 
writing subprocess (Englert & Raphael, 1988).

An example of the thinksheets developed by Englert and Raphael is present-
ed in Figure 5.3. This Plan thinksheet was developed to help learning disabled 

Figure 5.3. The Plan Thinksheet

Name:  _____________________________________  Date:  _______________________

TOPIC:   _________________________________________________________________

WHO: Who am I writing for?

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

WHY: Why am I writing this?

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

WHAT: What do I know? (Brainstorm)

1.  _______________________________________________________________________

2.  _______________________________________________________________________

3.  _______________________________________________________________________

4.  _______________________________________________________________________

5.  _______________________________________________________________________

6.  _______________________________________________________________________

7.  _______________________________________________________________________

8.  _______________________________________________________________________
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students overcome their struggles with activating their background knowledge 
and organizing that knowledge prior to and during writing. It was followed by an 
Organize thinksheet to guide students as they consider text structure and then a 
Self-Edit thinksheet that helps students focus on both the content and organization 
of their work. The process of evaluation is then repeated with a peer editor who 
completes an editor thinksheet. The peer editor and the author then talk about 
their respective evaluations and brainstorm ways to improve the paper. The final 
step is for the writer to make revisions and prepare a final draft for publication.

Since the early 1990s, there had been little progress in the development of 
thinksheets until the beginning of our WIRC study. A sign of this appears in 
Tierney and Readence (2000) as their citations of thinksheet design note only 
the work of Englert, Raphael, and Kirschner from the 1980s. We find scattered 
references to thinksheets (or think sheet, think-sheet) in the literature, but much 
of the work since Englert and Raphael unfortunately simply uses the term think-
sheet in place of the traditional term worksheet. One telltale sign of this is that 
articles and books that reference the use of thinksheets provide no theoretical 
support and no mention of Raphael, Englert, and their colleagues (for example, 
see Bloodgood & Pacifici, 2004).

Thinksheets at WIRC
Thinksheets in our view are interactive instruments that help students learn to 
write about their reading. We design thinksheets to provide scaffolded problem-
solving strategies for thinking, reading, and writing. We have used thinksheets 
as short as one page and as long as a dozen pages, but typically they are five to 
seven pages and are completed over a period of several days as students study a 
literary selection. As noted earlier, our thinksheets have a three-part structure:

Thinksheets scaffold the process of using writing to make sense of reading 
by helping students become active and reflective readers. They do this by break-
ing large tasks into component pieces and by providing support for completing 
the component tasks. The questions we ask on thinksheets are not test ques-
tions, but rather the kinds of questions teachers ask in writing conferences with 
students to encourage them to think and say more about their topics. We also 
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intend our thinksheets to be both transactional and interactive. By this we mean 
students transact with their reading as they complete the thinksheet and, at the 
same time, interact with the teacher and with peers while working on think-
sheets. As we said earlier, thinksheets support students through the process of 
writing about reading by bringing together two cognitive problem spaces for stu-
dents: the rhetorical and the content spaces (see Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987). 
Often these cognitive problem spaces are viewed as disconnected, such as when 
teachers work separately on course content and then on rhetorical principles and 
devices, but our view is that teachers and students using thinksheets are operat-
ing in a third problem-solving space, one that stands midway between content 
and expression and that works to unite them. We see thinksheets as bringing 
together content and expression by easing the cognitive burden of matching con-
tent from reading with rhetorical expression while writing.

A thinksheet records on paper the result of reading, writing, and convers-
ing; it presents anticipated problems in writing about reading while assisting 
students in working toward solutions. Having students write their way through 
reading comprehension problems may be better than only talking them through 
the same problems because a thinksheet records the effects of the dialogue stu-
dents have with teacher, peers, and text. Thinksheets, furthermore, ensure that 
every student contributes to the work of building an understanding of the selec-
tion; this is often not the case with class discussion.

How to Design Thinksheets
Throughout the WIRC research, we used formative experiments (Reinking & 
Bradley, 2004) to design and test our thinksheets. As a result, the WIRC think-
sheets evolved throughout the project. We want to describe the key turning 
points in this evolution because doing so will highlight the major principles to 
keep in mind while designing and using thinksheets. Our WIRC thinksheets 
are matched with selections in the Harcourt Trophies Series (e.g., Beck, Farr, 
& Strickland, 2003) of textbooks for grades 4 and 5, but in graduate courses 
we have had teachers use the same principles to design thinksheets for other 
literary selections and for other content areas, including science, social studies, 
math, art, music, and even physical education.

The first key component of the WIRC thinksheets has already been men-
tioned several times: the three-part structure of Ideas, Organization, and 
Extended Writing. All WIRC thinksheets have this structure, and we strongly 
recommend it to anyone designing thinksheets to help students comprehend 
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their reading by writing about it. The Ideas section asks students to go back into 
the reading to find and appropriate specific information; this is the targeted 
reading strategy at work. The Organization section provides a graphic orga-
nizer, or a choice of graphic organizers, to guide students in choosing which 
ideas to include and how to establish relationships among these ideas as they are 
spelled out completely in the Extended Writing section; together these comprise 
the select-and-connect writing strategy.

All WIRC thinksheets have the Extended Writing section at the end, and 
the first step in designing a thinksheet is to write (or borrow from the textbook) 
the question students will answer in this extended writing section. Once the 
question is identified, it is written on the extended writing page and the first 
pages of the other two sections. We repeat the question in this manner to keep 
students focused on the task at hand and to help ensure that the work students 
do on the Ideas and Organization sections of the thinksheet builds toward and 
scaffolds their writing in the Extended Writing section.

In the Ideas section of The Gardener (Stewart, 1997) thinksheet, we provide 
page numbers from the textbook as well as blocks of selected text excerpts to 
assist students with targeting specific information to respond to questions in 
the Ideas section. This is a thinksheet from early in the year, and in later think-
sheets we provide only the page number. Also in the early thinksheets, we ask 
students to not only respond to a question but also to provide the specific textu-
al evidence from the reading selection that supports their answers. For example, 
on the thinksheet for The Gardener, the thinksheet asks, “How do we know that 
Lydia Grace and Emma are good friends?” Students respond to the question, 
and in the adjacent space, they provide the specific evidence from the text that 
led them to their answer. In a formative experiment, our effort to assist students 
with their thinking as well as guide them to support their responses led us to 
include the textual evidence requirement. This is how we learned that students 
benefit from providing their answers and showing the evidence to support their 
thinking. This also assists students with targeting their reading as they have to 
return to the selection to respond.

The most notable alteration to the Extended Writing section in one of our 
formative experiments came as a result of teachers in focus group sessions or our 
experimental-group teacher training sessions asking us to revise the extended 
writing section to appear more like the fourth grade New York State English 
Language Arts (ELA) Assessment (CTB McGraw-Hill, 2004) that is given each 
year in January. Teachers and students spend a lot of time preparing for this 
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standardized assessment, and it was right of the teachers to ask if we could 
assist them and their students with that preparation. By setting up the extended 
writing page to appear similar to an extended writing ELA task, students could 
become familiar with the formatting of the prompt and develop a metacognitive 
awareness that the generation of ideas from a reading selection and the organi-
zation of selected ideas for how to respond to a writing prompt are connected.

Similarly, we altered wording in the directions of the Extended Writing 
section to more closely mirror that of the ELA assessment. Rather than refer to 
the graphic organizer in the extended writing prompt, the directions asked stu-
dents to use the information on the planning page, just as the ELA assessment 
refers to the blank page prior to their extended writing task as a planning page 
for students to organize their thoughts prior to writing.

In another formative experiment we switched from providing a specific 
graphic organizer on each thinksheet to providing a page with our six most fre-
quently used graphic organizers, such as a T-Chart, a Compare–Contrast Venn 
Diagram, a Cause and Effect Table, a Web of Related Ideas, a Story Structure 
Guide, and an Essay Structure Guide. Along with this, we included a blank 
planning page for students to draw the graphic organizer they selected from the 
choices, the one they felt best assisted with organizing their thoughts for the 
specific writing task. The WIRC team also developed a classroom poster with 
the same six graphic organizers for teachers to post in their classrooms. The idea 
here was that students would always have a selection of graphic organizers to 
assist with planning their writing, whether or not it was related to ELA reading 
or thinksheets. The formative experiment that introduced a choice of graphic 
organizers resulted in the graphic organizer being taken much more seriously, 
both on the subsequent thinksheets and on the posttest for the main experi-
ment in our study. We highly recommend that once students are familiar with 
a variety of graphic organizers, they be given a choice of which to use and that 
they be required to draw the one they choose to fit their plans for writing.

How to Teach With Thinksheets
Before addressing the central concern of this section, we begin with an example 
of how not to teach with thinksheets from a lesson observed in a fifth-grade 
classroom by the principal investigator and three other WIRC researchers. As 
students worked through each item on the thinksheet, they followed the teach-
er’s instruction and underlined or highlighted main ideas and details within the 
paragraphs presented on the thinksheets. However, the teacher’s instruction 
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did not stop there. Students were provided some time to complete pieces of the 
thinksheet on their own as the teacher circulated around the room—mostly, we 
observed, for classroom management purposes rather than to provide guidance 
with the writing. The teacher led so much of the work that students were told 
to have on their desks only the thinksheet and a pen or pencil. They were not 
required to have their textbooks in front of them. The final extended writing 
piece was also teacher led and constructed. This instruction resulted in 18 stu-
dents having identical responses that began, “Waves moving across the ocean 
carry energy.” Three students had different responses; two of them wrote about 
tsunamis and a third about the size of waves. The two tsunami responses, how-
ever, wrote the same details about wave energy on their thinksheets leading to 
the writing task. Much of the thinksheets in this example, in short, had been 
completed by having students record directly ideas and sentences presented 
by the teacher. From our perspective, the teacher focused on the product—
the extended writing outcome—rather than on scaffolding students’ cognitive 
processes, which should lead to the product. This approach, of course, is not 
uncommon during writing instruction, especially for low-performing students 
and especially when preparing them for high-stakes assessment.

In composition instruction the practice of extended periods of teacher-
dominated discussion is referred to by George Hillocks (1984, 1986) as the 
Presentational Mode of instruction. This manner of instruction is teacher direct-
ed and provides little opportunity for students to interact and engage in the 
processes through which they make meaning. Teachers in this mode facilitate 
instruction through a series of Initiation, Response, Evaluation (IRE) sequences 
(Cazden, 1986) as they ask questions that necessitate single-word or similar, 
easily evaluated responses from students. As a result, the teacher in the les-
son we are describing led the students through each section of the thinksheet, 
interpreting each question on the thinksheet as an IRE sequence, often going 
so far as to put the question on the board and ask students to respond. When 
students could not respond quickly enough, the teacher filled in the answer 
for the students and instructed them to fill in their blanks with her answer. 
Again, although a common practice, this did not give students the opportunity 
to revisit and think about the reading they had done.

Instead of the presentational mode of teaching dominated by teacher talk, we 
recommend a workshop-style approach to instruction in which the teacher leads 
brief (3 to 5 minutes) minilessons followed by 5 to 10 minutes of work, or writ-
ing time, for the students. Several of these throughout a block of time devoted 
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to literacy instruction would help students to stay on task and focused. The 
specific method of alternating periods of instruction with periods of writing that 
eventually evolved from this understanding of the reading-writing workshop is 
illustrated in Figure 5.4. As the figure indicates, we expect a 30- or 40-minute 
lesson to have several blocks combining minilessons with workshop-style read-
ing and writing focused on thinksheets. Also, our intervention design indicated 
the minilessons were to get shorter at the same time the workshop blocks get 
longer. This style of instruction reflects the “Gradual Release of Responsibility” 
model of reading comprehension (see, for example, Pearson, 2009).

Another lesson we observed used a thinksheet from the selection William 
Shakespeare & the Globe by Aliki (2000), and this lesson can be used to illustrate 
the teaching methods we are recommending. The teacher began the lesson by 
reminding the students that he and the students’ peers were allowed to help with 
the thinksheet, as he said, “Everyone will work together for a few minutes. I’m 
allowed to help you on the thinksheets.” The students laid their thinksheets out 
with page one on top of their desks and their anthologies opened to the two pages 
referred to on the thinksheet. The teacher led them through the first question, 
which was completed as a group, aloud. The next question was completed the 
same way. Then the students went to work on their own or with a partner if need-
ed. The teacher circulated around the room, conferring with individual students 

Figure 5.4.  The WIRC Method of Teaching in the Reading–Writing Workshop
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and clarifying and responding to student questions. After about five minutes the 
teacher led a discussion in which the completed questions were reviewed by the 
group. Another question from the thinksheet was then answered as a group, and 
the teacher emphasized the need for the students to refer to the text directly when 
responding to the questions. Completing these pieces and referring directly to the 
text constituted what we referred to as Targeted Reading earlier. Targeted Reading 
is focusing one’s attention on specific areas of text to extract information and 
think about it to answer a question or respond to a writing task.

Throughout the completion of the Ideas section, students wrote in roughly 
five-minute chunks of time. The break time between writing sessions was used 
to review answers and to allow students to maintain their focus on the task 
without overwhelming them with too much extended writing.

When it came time for the Organization section, several students hesitated. One 
said, “I am not good at putting things into a paragraph.” The teacher responded, 

Make a list, then I’ll come by and show you how to put it into a paragraph. Do the 
best you can. Use information from the Ideas section. If you put it down, we can help. 
That’s the thing about writing; you have to put it down before we can help you.

The students then wrote their paragraphs for about 10 minutes before the lesson 
ended.

Telling students to “put it down [in writing]” was key to the lesson. Likewise, 
circulating around the room and focusing on students who needed assistance is 
a central method in the lesson. These writing conferences can also take place at 
the teacher’s desk or another location. We recommend keeping the conferences 
short and focused on the thinksheet tasks; this is the best way to help students 
with the higher level thinking, reading, and writing the thinksheet requires.

We want to add a note about some students’ tendencies toward verbatim, 
unreflective copying when responding to questions on thinksheets. We recom-
mend that teachers be extremely tolerant of copying verbatim from the text in 
the Ideas section of the thinksheets. Students are often told to put their respons-
es in their own words. More often than not, students who struggle with reading 
may not have their own words and background knowledge ready to use in place 
of the words in the text they are reading. As a result they copy directly, and 
sometimes seemingly mindlessly, from a text. This, according to Collins (1998), 
is a default strategy. Struggling writers do not have a better way to put infor-
mation on the page. The result often is copying, not in the malicious, deceitful 
sense but rather as a means to an end.
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On the other hand, successful student writers reappropriate the words (lan-
guage) of a text to construct their own meaning in their responses. Some of the 
words of successful writers are the same as those in the passage, but they are 
combined with the students’ own newly developed ideas about the text based 
on the construction of new knowledge that took place during the reading and 
writing processes—as in the knowledge transformation model by Bereiter and 
Scardamalia (1987) that we discussed earlier.

Part of the WIRC approach is that students can develop this reappropriation 
of words from a text as they get to the Organization and Extended Writing sec-
tions of the thinksheets. Over time, through the use of additional thinksheets, 
they interact with the teacher and have meaningful transactions as they return 
to the text they are reading (or rereading). Through this process students will 
get better at paraphrasing text and transforming ideas. We noted three stages 
in this manner of development that provided evidence for students’ moving 
forward from knowledge telling to knowledge transforming:

1.  Direct copying. This stage consists primarily of responding to questions 
with large blocks of text borrowed directly from a selection in the hope 
that the text copied provides an answer to a question. This demonstrates 
low-level skill and involves little or no knowledge transforming. Still, it is 
a valuable starting place for struggling readers and writers because using 
direct copying in the Ideas section of the thinksheets helps them appro-
priate the language and knowledge for the Organization and Extended 
Writing sections.

2.  Less copying and more overlap. Here overlap means stating an idea from 
the text partly in words borrowed from the text and partly in one’s own 
words. Students may use strings of words directly from the text mixed 
with their own words in response to a question. This demonstrates a step 
toward knowledge transformation, a move toward higher level thinking 
in terms of knowing how to use text to respond to questions.

3.  High overlap/strategic copying. This stage involves the students’ re-
appropriating strings of words from a given text as a way to make new 
meaning to respond to a question logically and completely. This dem-
onstrates higher levels of thinking as well as the ability to go into a text 
and target only those words or strings of words that specifically serve 
to respond appropriately to the question. This represents the students’ 
strategic use of words from a given text to construct new knowledge as 
they write. Over time, these ideas have become increasingly important 
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in the analysis of student writing in the WIRC project (see Brutt-Griffler, 
Collins, & Lee, 2006; Collins & Lee, 2005).

One more note on this matter of copying. The WIRC research measured 
connections between a student’s written text and the original literary passage 
in categories of copying, quoting, paraphrasing, overlapping, and transform-
ing. We studied how students appropriate material from literary selections in 
their writing about the selections by using an automated analysis tool to report 
the total number of words and strings of words at least three words in length 
that have been copied from texts and the percentage of words copied out of the 
total number of words written. Automated analysis in all the categories showed 
no significant differences between experimental and control sections. Because 
students in both experimental and control groups showed significant gains 
between pre- and posttest, with the WIRC students outperforming the others, 
we conclude that thinksheets help students get better at higher level literacy. We 
also found that the WIRC instructional materials and methods, which elicit a 
great deal of appropriation of language from reading being written about, do not 
contribute to an increase in copying when students are assessed using tasks that 
ask them to write about their reading. Used judiciously, copying is a way of get-
ting smarter, both about comprehending texts and about outgrowing copying.

The True Value of Thinksheets
We’ve said several times that the value of thinksheets is that they bring read-
ing and writing together. Students progress through gathering and developing 
ideas from their reading to accomplish their writing task by generating ideas, 
organizing those ideas on their thinksheets, and finally writing about them in 
an extended piece. Doing so fosters higher level reading comprehension as stu-
dents learn to use the text they are reading to write their thoughts. Doing this 
repeatedly guides them to deeper comprehension and meaning making.

The typical writing process as it is known in school follows the traditional 
linear model of prewriting, drafting, editing, revising, and publishing. Dean 
(2006) writes of this process:

Despite the original intent that process be recursive, in the classroom, process began to 
look a lot like the old black-and-white movie, only with more detail: Monday was prewrit-
ing, Tuesday was drafting, Wednesday was revision, Thursday was editing, and Friday 
was publishing.... What happens to the individual writing process when it goes to school? 
It generally gets put into a pattern that fits school more than the individual. (p. 3)
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According to Dean, the process approach to writing instruction follows a series 
of distinctive stages or steps that, as Flower and Hayes (1981) note, “reflect the 
growth of a written product, and these stages are organized in a linear (emphasis 
in original) sequence or structure” (p. 365).

Thinksheets, while they can fit into such a model, are not intended to focus 
on such a linear structure. Rather, thinksheets are intended to assist students 
with the cognitive processes that proficient writers use. Thinksheets also provide 
a social component to foster development of these cognitive processes because 
they enable students and teachers to literally be on the same page during reading 
and writing. Thinksheets provide the structure through which struggling writers 
can return to their reading to access ideas relevant to the extended writing task. 
It is important to remember that thinksheets are designed to assist with prob-
lem-solving activities during writing. Struggling writers have difficulty coming 
up with relevant or appropriate ideas about which to write. Assistance with gen-
erating ideas for writing not only provides struggling writers with content for 
their writing, it also provides an avenue through which they can internalize how 
to approach writing about reading problems. The eventual goal is higher level 
literacy, meaning that students will be able to generate, organize, and write about 
their ideas independent of thinksheet and teacher assistance.

To try the thinksheet design and implementation methods described in this 
chapter, select a literary selection and plan a thinksheet to assist students in 
writing about the selection. You might want to discuss the plan and answers 
to the questions below with one or more other teachers. Use your plan to 
design a thinksheet with the three-part structure discussed in the chapter. 
Finally, try the thinksheet with students using the interactive teaching meth-
ods recommended in the chapter. Reflect on the Questions for Study and 
Reflection as you design and try out your thinksheet.

ACTION PLAN 
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Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  S T U D Y  
A N D  R E F L E C T I O N

1. How are thinksheets different from worksheets?

2.  How do the authors theorize reading and writing as involving the trans-
formation of knowledge?

3.  What differences do you see between targeted reading and cover-to-cover 
reading?

4.  How do thinksheets assist writers with problems they might encounter 
while writing about reading?

5.  How does copying and appropriating knowledge fit into the WIRC per-
spective on teaching higher level literacy?

6.  How might I make use of thinksheets to help my struggling readers and 
writers?

NOTES
The research reported here was supported by the Institute of Education Sciences, 
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