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Purpose  The purpose of  this document is 
to increase Michigan’s capacity to improve children’s and 
adolescent’s literacies by identifying a focused set of  research-
supported instructional practices that have been shown to 
increase student achievement and/or engagement with 
academic literacies.  These identified practices can be the focus 
of  professional learning experiences throughout the state.  
The focus of  the document is on classroom practices, rather 
than on school or system level practices.  Research suggests 
that each of  the ten sets of  practices, if  implemented in every 
secondary core content classroom (English Language Arts, 
Science, Social Studies, Mathematics) at the unit and course 
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1. Problem-based instruction

Develop and implement interactive problem-based 
units of instruction that frame authentic problems to 
help establish purposes for students to read, write, 
and communicate beyond being assigned or expected 
to do so (e.g. for their enjoyment/interest, to ask and 
answer abstract and authentic questions about the 
community and individual lives, to address needs in 
their community or beyond, to and to communicate 
with a specific audience).

level, could make a measurable positive difference in 
the literacy development and achievement of  secondary 
students in the state. 

These recommended practices should be integrated 
into instruction for all students, not just for those who are 
already high achieving or doing advanced coursework. 
Furthermore, these instructional practices should not 
be approached as an add-on to teaching content, but 
rather as a means to teach content and engage students 
in deeper learning.  Students will need scaffolding as well 
as differentiated instruction as they are apprenticed into 
disciplinary literacy and learning practices.  In addition, 
educators will need to pay careful attention to learning 
progressions and vertical alignment across grade levels 
when considering how to implement these practices 
systemically.

These practices should be viewed as essential 
components of  all core course instruction at the 
secondary level. However, this document is not a list 
of  instructional standards, nor is it meant to be an 
evaluation tool or checklist, but rather a resource for 
planning and implementing teacher professional learning 
opportunities that promote research supported teaching 
practices. Teachers will need time, opportunities to 
collaborate, and differentiated professional learning to 
implement these practices.  

When implemented well, these instructional practices 
will help teachers engage their students with the content 
and skills outlined by the Michigan academic standards 
for English Language Arts, Science, Social Studies, and 
Mathematics at the Secondary level.  Thus, they should 
not be presented or understood as being in competition 
with the learning of  content, but rather in the service of  
content learning.

Choosing to enact the practices on this list does 
not lock individual districts, schools, and teachers into 
any particular curriculum or approach and allows 
for considerable autonomy and choice for educators. 
Disciplinary literacy instruction can and should be 
incorporated with instructional approaches and systems 
such as Project Based Learning, Culturally Responsive 
Teaching, or Cultures of  Thinking. The practices listed 
can be used with a wide range of  instructional resources 
and within many different structures of  the school day; 
the document does not specify one particular program 
or approach to literacy instruction.  We limited this list to 
ten practices; there are other literacy instruction practices 
that may be worthy of  attention.  In addition, new 
literacy research could alter or add to the instructional 
practices recommended here. 

The teacher:
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• engages students in developing and asking questions,
as well as planning inquiries;

• engages students in disciplinary-specific thinking;
• helps students make sense of problems at different

scales, persevere in solving them, or make conjectures
about solutions;

• helps students see connections to their lives by
reading and engaging in real-world and issue-based
investigations;

• creates opportunities for students to enact literate
identities connected to their learning;

• provides regular opportunities for students to make
choices in their reading, writing, and communication;

• offers regular opportunities for students to collaborate
with peers in reading and writing, such as through
small-group discussion of texts on questions of
interest, and opportunities to write within group
projects; and

• provides scaffolds and differentiation to appropriately
challenge all students and develop their literacy
proficiencies.
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notes

notes
The teacher:

The teacher:

2. Diverse texts and abundant reading opportunities in the school

3. Intentional and standards-aligned instruction in disciplinary reading

• engages students with texts that provide entry way into
concepts, themes, and/or investigations of compelling
issues;

• provides access and regular opportunities to work
with a wide range of texts (print, audio, digital,
multimodal);authentic to the disciplines of varying
complexity, structure, and genre; and

• engages students with online texts, databases, and
tools in the service of investigations.

• establishes compelling reasons for reading;
• teaches students to apply disciplinary tools and

concepts when working with text;
• explicitly names, describes, and models the

dispositions, strategies, and patterns of thinking typical
of the discipline;

• models through think-alouds how to ask questions of
texts;

• teaches students to evaluate, gather, and use evidence
from multiple sources (including multimodal and
digital texts);

• Helps students learn to identify and critique the claims
of others;

• regularly models and coaches students in critical
reading practices relevant to the discipline;

• models how to discern data patterns, cause and
effect relationships, and determine significance and
provides students with support opportunities to do so
themselves;

• engages students in real-world investigations about
questions of interest to them using a range of texts; and

• models how to draw and present conclusions in oral
and written language.
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The teacher:

The teacher:

The teacher:

4. Intentional and standards-aligned instruction in disciplinary writing

5. Higher-order discussion of increasingly complex text across varying participation structures

6. Opportunities for and instruction in speaking and listening

• establishes compelling reasons for writing and
communicating;

• engages students in writing to process and analyze texts;
• teaches students to apply disciplinary tools and concepts

when producing text;
• explicitly names, describes, and models the dispositions,

strategies, and patterns of thinking typical of the
discipline;

• provides opportunities to study models and write a
variety of texts for a variety of purposes and audiences;

• proides instruction in discipline-specific writing
processes, strategies, and conventions;

• teaches students to gather and organize evidence to
support and communicate.

• provides explicit instruction as needed in text features,
writing mechanics and other standards-aligned content;

• provides regular time for students to write, both
formally and informally; for a variety of purposes and
audiences;

• engages students in using both paper/pencil and digital
media tools to research; and

• scaffolds writing activities as appropriate, and moves
students to independent levels of research, reading, and
writing.

• establishes compelling reasons and allocates time for
whole-group, small-group, and paired discussion of text,
using a range of discussion and grouping strategies;

• teaches students how to engage in productive
discussions, including through digital tools;

• develops discussions that surface in productive ways
students’ misconceptions about topics, concepts, or
issues, and engages students in communicating and
critiquing conclusions;

• poses questions that foster textual understanding and
higher-order engagement with text;

• provides modeling and instruction to teach students how
to generate their own higher-level questions about texts;

• engages students in discussion of text genres, structures,
and discursive practices of the discipline;

• supports students in using artifacts and data to build
arguments;

• helps students learn to situate facts and events in larger
schemes and concepts in their talk and discussion; and

• supports students in explaining or connecting real world
events and trends from a disciplinary perspective.

• establishes compelling reasons for presenting and
listening to presentations;

• provides regular opportunities for students to listen
and respond to oral presentations, including those
that incorporate visual and quantitative information
to make students’ conclusions public (e.g., debates,
reports, presentations to external audiences);

• models and teaches strategies for effective oral
communication in academic disciplines; and

• teaches students strategies for listening and responding
to presentations.



Page 5

INTRODUCTION
ENGLISH LANGUAGE

ARTS
M

ATHEM
ATICS

SOCIAL STUDIES
SCIENCE

GLOSSARY

Beck, I. L., McKeown, M. G., & Kucan, L. (2013). Bringing words to life: Robust vocabulary 
instruction: Guilford Press.
Nagy, W., & Hiebert, E. (2011).  Toward a theory of  word selection.  In M. L. Kamil, P. D. 
Pearson, P. Afflerbach, & E. B. Moje (Eds.), Handbook of  reading research (Vol. 4).  New York:  
Routledge.

Afflerbach, P. (2007). Understanding and using reading assessment, K-12.  Newark, DE:  Interna-
tional Reading Association.
Johnston, P., & Costello, P. (2005). Principles for literacy assessment. Reading Research Quarterly, 
40(2), 256-267. doi:10.1598/RRQ.40.2.6

notes

The teacher:

The teacher:

7. Intentional efforts to build vocabulary and conceptual knowledge

8. Ongoing observation and assessment of students’ language and literacy development that
informs their education

• presents vocabulary as language in use (as opposed to
words from decontextualized lists);

• teaches multiple meanings or nuanced meanings
of a word across different contexts and encourages
students to use new words in meaningful contexts (e.g.,
discussion of texts, discussions of content area learning,
semantic maps);

• provides repeated opportunities for students to review
and use new vocabulary over time, including discussing
ways that new vocabulary relates to one another and to
students’ existing conceptual knowledge;

• explicitly teaches words that build necessary knowledge
for reading and writing texts of instruction;

• engages students in morphemic analysis (i.e., analysis of
the meaning of word parts) of unfamiliar vocabulary;

• selects Tier 2 and Tier 3 vocabulary words to teach
using disciplinary texts of instruction;

• encourages talk about vocabulary among students,
particularly during disciplinary learning and students’ 
discussions of print or digital texts; and

• encourages students to identify and explore new
vocabulary independently and provides instruction to
support this process.

• engages in observation and assessment guided by:
❖ an understanding of language and literacy

development
❖ an understanding of the student as a member of a

cultural community;
❖ students’ strengths, areas for improvement, and

socioemotional needs;
❖ relevant standards documents;
❖ prioritizes observation and assessment that

is closest to actual reading and writing (e.g.
prioritizing student work/writing as data for
making instructional decisions as opposed to
relying on standardized test scores which can mask
proficiencies and areas in need of development);

• administers assessments as one source of information
to determine which students may need additional
instructional supports;

• employs formative and diagnostic assessment tools as
needed to inform specific instructional targets (e.g.,
assessing knowledge of specific vocabulary words
taught, reading and writing strategies being used and not
used) and engage in the instructional practices described
in this document;

• involves students in the development of learning goals,
as well as in supported, productive self- and peer-
assessment and feedback;

• develops assessment that analyzes how students apply
disciplinary tools, concepts, and literacy practices across
relevant domains; and

• assesses students’ ability to evaluate sources, use
evidence, and make evidence-based claims.
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notes

The teacher:

9. Community networking to tap into available funds of knowledge in support of developing
students' content knowledge and identities

10. Metadiscursive awareness within and across academic and cultural domains
(attention to language use at the “meta” level, e.g. talking about talk)

The teacher provides learning activities that:
• help students connect and build on in-school and out-

of-school literacy practices and identities;
❖ connect learning to family, cultural, and

community histories;
• address community activities, issues, or concerns

engage students in communication and problem
solving about them;

• invite people representing a variety of occupations into
the classroom (either face-to-face or via digital tools)
to work with and engage in conversation with students;
and

• enable students to communicate conclusions to
authentic audiences.

• supports students to connect and build on in-school
and out-of-school literacy practices and ways
with words by identifying language processes and
discussing how language is used based on different
purposes and audiences;

• engages students in metalanguistic discussion about
ways with words within and across the disciplines; and

• provides learning activities that teach students to
evaluate how language is used in powerful and
effective ways in the discipline based on the purpose,
audience, context, and genre of the text.
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