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and CTE teachers, we knew we had to focus on the 
specific needs and knowledge of these teachers. Non-
ELA teachers had to be expressly invited to join the 
community of literacy educators; they also had to 
feel that their own expertise was acknowledged and 
honored. The literacy strategies we provided had to 
be grounded in the authentic contexts of their class-
rooms and serve their real teaching needs, includ-
ing a need to teach vocabulary and a need to help 
students reflect on their learning. Each of these ideas 
became one of the key elements of our framework.

Building Community

For many non-ELA teachers, the prospect of teach-
ing literacy strategies—and specifically of asking 
students to write—can be terrifying. Therefore, 
creating a culture of collaboration is essential to 
effective literacy professional development for these 
teachers. We found several strategies useful in cre-
ating this sense of community.

First, professional learning facilitators need to 
establish credibility with participants. One of our 
sites chose a team of content-area teachers to lead 
the professional development, with an ELA teacher 
in the role of mentor or coach. These content-area 
facilitators had experience using literacy strate-
gies in their own classrooms, but also knew well 
the sense of discomfort the participants might feel. 
They were able to serve as experienced guides, with 
the ELA teacher available to offer additional strate-
gies or ideas. Other sites selected facilitators with 
experience collaborating with colleagues across dis-
ciplines. Many of our programs included content-
area and CTE teachers in the planning and design 

s districts continue to implement 
the Common Core State Standards 
(CCSS), English language arts 
(ELA) teachers and content-area 

teachers may find themselves collaborating in sur-
prising and welcome new ways. The CCSS’s empha-
sis on reading and writing across all content areas 
provides an opportunity for ELA teachers to emerge 
as “literacy experts” in their schools and beyond. 
Since 2011, teacher-leaders in the Missouri Writing 
Projects Network1 (MWPN) have embraced this 
challenge. Supported by the Missouri Department 
of Elementary and Secondary Education, MWPN 
sites designed professional learning programs that 
focused on literacy learning in both the content-
area and career and technical education (CTE) class-
rooms. Although no two programs were the same 
(see Table 1), as we shared our experiences across 
the network we identified common themes and 
developed a framework of beliefs to guide our work. 
In this article, we share our framework along with 
examples of strategies and activities that could be 
adapted by teachers to lead literacy efforts in their 
own contexts. 

Our Framework

As members of the National Writing Project 
(NWP), we are guided by NWP’s core principles 
(see http://www.nwp.org). Included in these is a 
belief in teacher agency, a belief that teachers are the 
most important leaders in their own development 
and in school change. As we considered literacy-
focused professional development for content-area 
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of professional development; facilitators in this 
project approached the work with humility and a 
willingness to learn from non-ELA participants.

Dedicating time to community-building 
activities was a second component to building 
trust. Professional development participants were 
asked to take risks in their classrooms and to share 
the results at meetings; without a sense of trust in 
the group, this would have been an unfair request. 
Facilitators deliberately selected community-build-
ing activities that included literacy strategies and 
could be used by participants in their own class-
rooms. The Kagan Inside Outside Circle strategy 
proved to be popular as the group quickly realized 
it could be used for purposes ranging from com-
munity building to clarifying and comprehending 
new material to reviewing for a test. During this 
strategy, students form two different circles: half of 
the group stands in a circle facing outward while 
the other half forms a circle around them facing 
inward. By using questions written on index cards, 
asked by the teacher, or drawn from a bank created 
by the class, students on the outside of the circle 
pose a question to their inner-circle partners. Once 
the partners finish answering the question, the two 
switch roles and the outer-circle partners share 
their response to that question. The facilitator then 
directs students in one of the circles to rotate two 
to three places and pair up with a different person 
to repeat the activity. These shifting and sharing 
activities continue until the questions have been 
exhausted or time runs out. Strategies such as this 
became popular for the participants to take and try 
with their own students.

Finally, participants needed a way to collabo-
rate with one another to sustain the community. 
For some sites, collaboration took place dur-
ing monthly professional development meetings, 
with time dedicated to small-group protocols and 
teacher inquiry. Another site, working with partici-
pants across multiple schools and districts, turned 
to online space for collaboration. A class Ning, 
which included a forum for discussions as well as a 
digital pool of resources, became a place where par-
ticipants could float ideas to the group, resulting 
in rich, thoughtful exchanges. Whatever the forum, 
all sites emphasized the need for non-ELA teacher 
participants to talk with one another and to recog-
nize each other as important resources.

Honoring the Literacy Expertise  
of Non-ELA Teachers

Although the CCSS challenges all teachers to share 
a responsibility for literacy, we recognize that to 
be literate in the ELA classroom requires different 
skills than literacy in other content-area classrooms. 
There is some overlap—if a student can’t read and 
write, it will be more challenging for him or her 
to communicate in the field. However, literacy in 
the content-area and CTE classroom means being 
able to communicate effectively using tools of the 
trade—fixing, solving, creating, analyzing, orga-
nizing, explaining—while literacy in the ELA 
classroom might mean that students can decode 
certain kinds of texts and write in specific academic 
genres.

A first step in many of our programs was to 
recognize the literacy expertise of non-ELA teach-
ers. Even in CTE centers where “classrooms” 
include welding stations and construction sites, 
successful students must read a variety of texts. 
These include written texts (recipes, instructions, 
warnings, codebooks, policies, industry stan-
dards, etc.) but also “texts” such as patients (health 
careers), automobiles (automotive repair), and soil 
(agriculture). Although facilitators welcomed this 
expanded notion of literacy, in many of our pro-
grams non-ELA teacher participants worried that 
CCSS in general and our professional development 
programs in particular were asking them to take on 
the job of the ELA department. Facilitators knew 
that we needed to emphasize that our programs 
honored the literacy expertise non-ELA teachers 
already had.

Inspired by the book (Re)Imagining Content-
Area Literacy Instruction (Draper et al.), one site 
began the first professional 
development session at a CTE 
center by asking participants 
to go to their classrooms and 
find an object that an expert in 
their field would immediately 
recognize but that would be 
unfamiliar to a novice. When 
the participants returned—
with objects as varied as a dough docker (culi-
nary arts) and a military uniform (JROTC)—the 
facilitator asked for a volunteer to let her (a nov-
ice) try to read the text in front of the group. The 
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Computerized Mechanical Tools instructor pro-
vided a small tool that one facilitator tried to read 
aloud while the other scripted the thoughts on the 
projector. As the novice read, she talked about the 
object, examined it closely, hypothesized uses for it, 
and generally tried to make sense of it: “This little 
gizmo has teeth . . . oh my. And here are the mean 
guys. So this doesn’t look like anything I’ve ever 
seen before.” After she concluded her reading, the 
instructor (the expert) did the same thing. When 
he read the text, he named the object and went on 
to explain its use and care, using technical vocab-
ulary and many examples: “This is called a screw 
pitch gauge. Pitch refers to the number of grooves 
there are on a bolt or a nut. Sometimes if we have 
a bolt or a nut we want to reproduce, we need to 
measure the pitch.” What we know about the dif-
ferences between expert and novice readers of tradi-
tional texts was mirrored in this reading.

After this example, teachers paired off to 
“read” their objects together and discussed ways 
to apply this idea to their classrooms. Application 
ideas included having students read the same texts 
at the beginning and ending of a unit, asking a 
student to read a newly introduced object in front 
of the class so the teacher can catch misconcep-
tions, and simply being more cognizant to “read” 
these highly complex texts aloud for their students 
throughout their teaching. 

Creating Authentic Writing Situations

Although many teachers strive to create authentic 
reading and writing situations for their students, 
this can be a challenge in classrooms where assign-
ments and discussions seem far removed from the 
world outside of school. Inspired by the “maker” 
movement (http://makezine.com/), MWPN sites 
have provided professional development that 
incorporates technical writing in the context of 
“making.” Participants make something (a mini-
catapult, jewelry, paper, or soil erosion simulation, 
for instance) and then write technical instructions 
for making and using the object, paying careful 
attention to audience and purpose.

An outgrowth of this concept was the Menu 
Writing Workshop, offered in partnership with a 
CTE culinary arts teacher, Carri Risner, who had 
years of teaching and baking experience as well 

as experience owning a restaurant. The workshop 
began with participants eating three desserts that 
had been prepared by students in the culinary 
arts program and writing words to describe these 
desserts. This authentic (and delicious) activ-
ity allowed participants to explore the specialized 
vocabulary of menu writing by thinking about 
words such as ambrosial, peppery, zesty (more about 
the importance of vocabulary instruction to non-
ELA teachers below). It also served as an authentic 
experience to ground the remainder of the work-
shop. Participants next read aloud menus from a 
range of restaurants, from fast food to elegant din-
ing, focusing on dessert descriptions. As they read 
aloud dessert menus, they could hear the contrasts 
between writing styles, from one-word names to 
detailed descriptions of ingredients.

Participants paid attention to what was 
included in the menu descriptions, what was not 
included, the type of language used, the intended 
audience, and the visual presentation. As a culmi-
nating activity, participants were assigned a par-
ticular restaurant and wrote menu entries for the 
desserts they had eaten at the start of the workshop. 
To do so, participants were encouraged to consider 
audience, word choice, and a persuasive stance.

Participants in the workshop practiced 
authentic writing for the discipline of culinary 
arts. Other sites have drawn upon this concept and 
worked with non-ELA teachers to think about how 
authentic reading and writing experiences work in 
a range of disciplines. The relationship between the 
lived experience (tasting the dessert, interviewing 
the relative about a historical event, carrying out 
the science experiment, repairing the car’s brakes) 
and the written product became an important plan-
ning consideration for many of our programs.

Focusing on Disciplinary Vocabulary

Most content-area and CTE teachers recognize that 
their students need to understand specialized vocabu-
lary to participate in their courses. In fact, without 
firm vocabulary knowledge—without knowing 
names of tools, processes, and procedures—students 
will struggle to read, write, and act in these class-
rooms. However, content-area teachers have seldom 
been exposed to ideas to teach vocabulary beyond 
the word lists in bold at the end of a chapter or 
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dictionary-definition matching exercises. For this rea-
son, many of our programs incorporated vocabulary 
strategies into our professional learning offerings.

Regardless of their discipline, all teachers 
can identify key concepts and vocabulary that their 
students need to apply to their content area. Isa-
bel L. Beck, Margaret McKeown, and Linda Kucan 
describe these as tier 2 words (those found in texts 
but not common in everyday language) and tier 
3 words (those words specific to a discipline or 
content area). Facilitators at one site introduced 
participants to two vocabulary strategies, Word 
Tic-Tac-Toe and Word Tournament, which could be 
easily adapted to any classroom. Both strategies ask 
students to make connections between prior knowl-
edge and new concepts. In particularly dense texts, 
these strategies can also help students summarize, 
synthesize, and distill information. Just as impor-
tant, however, these strategies encourage wordplay. 
By their nature, the activities ask students to dis-
cuss subtle connotations, make connections, and 
produce sophisticated and often complex sentences.

Word Tic-Tac-Toe (see Figure 1) asks stu-
dents to identify nine key words from a text and 
place them on a traditional tic-tac-toe board. Place-
ment of the words on the “board” is random, but 
students are encouraged to place a word they deem 
important to the text in the center square. Using 
the basic premise of a tic-tac-toe game, students 
then choose three “connected” (in a straight line 
or diagonal) words. Next, students use the three 
words from their board and any other words nec-
essary to develop a clear, grammatically correct 
sentence. Students can share their sentences indi-
vidually or in groups. As an extension, each group 
member writes his or her sentence on a large sticky 
note. Students then talk and arrange their notes in 
a logical order. As a group, students can also use 

“transition sticky notes” between ideas to better 
connect their thoughts and produce a piece of mul-
tiauthored writing.

In Word Tournament (see Figure 2) students 
also work with key vocabulary. Working in groups, 
students brainstorm a list of 15–20 words that are 
important in a text. Next, the group discusses each 
word to arrive at a narrowed list of eight words. 
These words are placed on the far left of a tourna-
ment “bracket.” From the eight words, students 
then discuss which four words will advance to the 
next “round” on the tournament bracket. Students 
further narrow to two words and then to the “win-
ning” word. Each group reports out its rationale 
for choosing a word. As an extension, students can 
write about the words on their bracket. The writing 
may remain a quickwrite or could lead to deeper 
research that results in a piece of argument or infor-
mation writing.

For both Tic-Tac-Toe and Word Tournament, 
it is not so much which words students choose, but 
rather the talk, explanation, and synthesis of infor-
mation surrounding the choice. The discussion 
helps students explore their knowledge of vocabu-
lary, make connections among sets of words, and 
generate new understandings. Meaning making 
with vocabulary words assists students in making 
connections, which improves understanding and 
assists in information retention. Moreover, as teach-
ers monitor student discussions, they can clarify 
concepts and complete formative assessments of the 
students’ learning. 

Promoting Reflection

In our experience providing professional develop-
ment, non-ELA teachers are generally open to strat-
egies that use writing as a way for students to learn 

FIGURE 1. Word Tic-Tac-Toe Vocabulary Learning Strategy
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content, but are more hesitant to use writing as a 
way for students to reflect on their own learning. 
While self-reflection is often built into the fabric of 
an ELA classroom, non-ELA teachers must make a 
more concerted effort to provide students opportu-
nities to reflect on their learning. Because reflection 
is a powerful learning tool, our sites have developed 

a variety of protocols and tools 
for non-ELA teachers to bring 
to their classrooms to promote 
student reflection.

Margaret Wise Brown’s 
children’s book The Important 
Book has been used by teach-
ers in a range of classrooms for 
various reasons—for example, 
elementary and middle school 
teachers use it as a mentor text 

for writing instruction because the pattern and rep-
etition of the book are easy for students to repli-
cate in their own writing, while secondary teachers 
have used the book to teach summarizing skills, to 
spark conversations about language, and to scaffold 
evidence-based claims in argumentative writing. 
Brown’s book also provides a template for forma-
tive assessment that encourages student reflection 

while minimizing teachers’ anxieties about “grad-
ing” student writing.

Teachers begin by reading the book (or part 
of it) and then asking students to use the structure 
of the book to do their own writing: The important 
thing about _____ is _____. Other things are impor-
tant, too, like___________. But the important thing 
about _____ is ____ because _______. When using 
this as a tool for reflection or inquiry, teachers can 
ask students to identify what’s important about a 
concept they have studied or about their experience 
as a student. For example, when students are asked 
to use the template to write about what’s impor-
tant about high school chemistry, their responses 
might range from behaviors expected of them (such 
as being careful to keep equipment clean for accu-
rate experiment results), to habits of mind (such 
as formulating a hypothesis before beginning an 
experiment). What students ultimately choose as 
the most important thing matters less than the 
reflection required by them to settle on that most 
important thing.

As Carol Rodgers writes, one of Dewey’s defin-
ing characteristics of reflection is that it happens 
in interaction with others (845). Providing stu-
dents a chance to talk about their choices creates an 

FIGURE 2. Word Tournament Vocabulary Learning Activity
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opportunity for further reflection. Students notice 
what others identified as important and reconsider 
their own choices. Teachers can also connect their 
intended learning outcomes to student responses, 
pointing out any “important things” they were sur-
prised weren’t mentioned.

One common anxiety from some non-English 
teachers is the need to “grade” student writing. Free-
writing and other quickwrites are often fraught with 
grammatical errors that can be hard for the untrained 
eye to ignore. The Important Book’s structure gives 
students a sentence formula that’s easy to reproduce, 
which reduces some of the errors. It is worth noting 
that minimizing student errors in quickwrites is not 
the goal, but informal writing activities that empha-
size critical thinking rather than grammatical cor-
rectness will help build teacher confidence in using 
writing to learn and as a tool for reflection. 

Conclusions

The CCSS call on us all to prepare student writ-
ers who can “take task, purpose, and audience into 
careful consideration, choosing words, information, 
structures, and formats deliberately” (National 

Governors Association 41). As schools and dis-
tricts grapple with this challenge, ELA teachers 
can lead the way by collaborating with their non-
ELA colleagues to imagine what this means in each 
classroom, at each grade level. We encourage ELA 
teachers to adapt our framework as they work in 
their new roles. By building communities of trust, 
empowering non-ELA teachers to recognize their 
own literacy expertise, creating authentic learn-
ing and writing situations, focusing on specialized 
vocabulary, and promoting student reflection, ELA 
teachers can truly become literacy leaders.2 

Notes

1. The Missouri Writing Projects Network serves 
the entire state of Missouri and is comprised of five sites: 
Gateway Writing Project (University of Missouri–St. 
Louis), Greater Kansas City Writing Project (University of 
Missouri–Kansas City), Missouri Writing Project (Univer-
sity of Missouri), Ozarks Writing Project (Missouri State 
University), and Prairie Lands Writing Project (Missouri 
Western State University). All five sites are members of the 
National Writing Project network and are committed to 
improving the teaching of writing for students in grades 
K–university.

2. We wish to acknowledge the funding provided by 
the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary 
Education to help support these cross-content programs.

TABLE 1. Professional Learning Offered by Each Site of the Missouri Writing Projects Network

Writing Project Site Format Advantages

Gateway Writing Project 
(University of Missouri–St. 
Louis)

•  Offered as six inservice days  
during the school year

•  Included cross-content and CTE 
teachers from four high-needs 
schools

•  Emphasized developing curriculum that 
included writing in the content area

•  Teachers themselves wrote and shared 
their writing

•  Used protocols to assess student work

Greater Kansas City  
Writing Project (University 
of Missouri–Kansas City)

•  Yearlong study group meeting 
monthly with CTE instructors  
from four different districts

•  Participants could field test new ideas and 
share results

•  Included teachers from different schools 

Missouri Writing Project 
(University 
of Missouri–Columbia)

•  Full-day Weekend Conference •  Included teachers from different schools
•  Enough time to immerse teachers in both 

“making” and writing

Ozarks Writing Project 
(Missouri State University) 

•  Monthly half-day professional 
development sessions at a CTE  
center for two consecutive years

•  Ability to focus on the specific needs of the 
school

•  Long-term commitment led to trust and 
collaboration

Prairie Lands Writing Project 
(Missouri Western State 
University)

•  Hybrid College Course:
•  Five face-to-face weekend sessions 
•  Online activities

•  Included teachers from different schools 
•  Did not infringe on school day
•  Easy collaboration through online tools
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READWRITETHINK CONNECTION Lisa Storm Fink, RWT

Learning to write technical instructions is challenging. Writers must consider audience, purpose, context, length, 
and complexity—plus the specific content of the instructions, such as the steps in using a stapler. In this lesson, 
students walk through the process of creating technical instructions by first analyzing existing instructions. They 
then select an item and an audience for which they will write technical instructions. After writing their own instruc-
tions, students conduct usability tests of each other’s instructions, providing user feedback. Finally, students use 
this user feedback to revise their instructions before publishing them. http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom 
-resources/lesson-plans/writing-technical-instructions-1101.html
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