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What do adolescents need to become confi dent readers, writers, 
and thinkers with the tools to lead rich and literate lives? 
That’s a question English/Language Arts teacher Erin Gruwell worked to address daily in her Long 
Beach, California, classroom. Gruwell could see that her diverse students—most of them from 
high-poverty households—weren’t relating to their textbook. So she pushed it to the side and 
brought in the stories of people she knew her students could relate to. She invited them to read 
Anne Frank and Zlata Filipovic, and the writers of the civil rights movement. Gruwell urged her 
students to write with these lives as their inspiration. Their journals, collected in the best-selling 
book Freedom Writers, have in turn inspired thousands more teachers and students.

Halfway across the country, Dr. Alfred Tatum worked with disengaged adolescents in Chicago. He, 
too, saw the need for texts that were provocative and relevant, stories that spoke to the essential 
questions of students’ lives. He also insisted that his students tell their own stories—to “put their 
voices on record.” In Dr. Tatum’s vision, students read and write not just to develop skills, but as a 
process of self-discovery and a means of empowerment. “It’s not just about literacy,” he says. “It’s 
about their lives” (2009).

Tatum’s and Gruwell’s emphasis on engagement and personal expression may seem slightly 
incongruous with the intense formal demands of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS): If kids are 
reading to relate and discover what they think and feel about life, are they really learning to distinguish 
main ideas from details, analyze text structure, and assimilate core vocabulary?

In fact, that question should be turned on its head: If kids aren’t vitally engaged with what they 
read, how do you motivate them to work hard at developing basic skills? Both research and 
teaching experience have proven that when reading excites kids, they get better at it faster.

In On the Record, Scholastic has created a program that speaks directly to that experience. It 
brings together the passion of Erin Gruwell and the vision of Alfred Tatum to provide edgy, high-
interest nonfi ction with teaching support needed to make the Common Core work.

At the heart of the program are 12 books, each containing two paired profi les about contemporary 
fi gures: athletes and activists, adventurers and writers, prisoners and politicians. Some of these 
people are famous, others quietly brilliant. Each of them is on a quest of some kind—to survive 
disasters big and small, to stake out a place in the world, to fi nd a voice and tell a story. Their stories 
will motivate students to fi nd their own writing voices. In the process, they will do the hard work 
demanded by the Common Core and open the door to the fulfi llment that true literacy brings. 

...I want my students to    
   � nd themselves within    
   the pages of each book...
                             — Erin Gruwell

On the Record: “It’s about their lives”I
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II
Plugged In and Falling Behind

By one measure, literacy is more important to adolescents today than ever before. Our plugged-in 
teens spend countless hours texting, tweeting, and tinkering with their digital profi les. A study by the 
Pew Research Center and the University of Michigan (2010) reports that a third of students between 
the ages of 12 and 17 write more than 100 texts a day (and presumably read at least as many). In the 
same study, four out of fi ve teens admitted to sleeping with their cell phones.

Still, all that digital activity hasn’t produced the high level reading and writing profi ciency required 
by the CCSS. Consider these statistics, released by the most recent National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP) reports for reading and writing:

• Sixty-nine percent of 8th grade students fall below the profi cient level in reading 
comprehension.

• Twenty-six percent of students read below the basic level, which means they can’t 
understand 
on-level text well enough to get anything out of it.

• Only about a quarter of students in grades 8 and 12 perform at or above the profi cient level 
in writing.

The fundamental problem is that kids are not reading enough. According to a 2007 report by the 
National Endowment for the Arts, reading volume among children has dropped signifi cantly in 
recent years. The number of 17-year-olds who never read for pleasure jumped from 9 to 19 percent 
in the previous two decades. The average person between 15 and 24 years of age spends 2½ hours 
a day watching TV and exactly seven minutes reading.

It’s a problem that begins in middle school, when social development starts to demand more 
attention (Ivey & Broaddus, 2001). According to a 2013 report, the number of books read begins to 
plummet after 5th grade, when kids read an average of 27 books per year. By the senior year in high 
school, the average number of books read has dropped to 5.5 (What Kids Are Reading: The Book-
Reading Habits of Students in American Schools, Renaissance Learning). By that time in their lives, 93 
percent of students do not read every day for school. More than two-thirds of them do not read at all 
for enjoyment (Grigg, Daane, Jin, and Campbell, 2003).

These numbers matter because reading has a huge impact on performance in school. The work 
of John Guthrie, Anne Cunningham, Richard Allington, and others consistently shows that reading 
disengagement is the leading cause of school failure and dropouts. Time spent reading books outside 
of school is the best predictor of reading profi ciency (Anderson, Wilson, & Fielding, 1988). “Reading 
is like any other human profi ciency—practice matters,” says Allington. “Voluntary, engaged 
reading, in school and out, is powerfully linked to high levels of profi ciency” (Allington, 
2012). In other words, kids need to read more in order to read better. 

Literacy Education for the 21st Century
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The Challenge of the Common Core State Standards

These issues are faced by every teacher in every district in the country—privileged or low-income, 
diverse or homogenous. It’s likely, too, that every teacher will be crafting his or her own solution 
within the framework of the Common Core. Let’s review for a moment what a complete, successful 
implementation of the CCSS would look like in grade 6–8 English/Language Arts classrooms. 
Students in these classrooms would:

1) Key Ideas and Details
• Engage in close, attentive reading; ask and answer questions about key details from the text; 

cite evidence from the text; and draw text-based inferences.
• Retell stories, with a fi rm grasp of the central messages, lessons, or morals when summarizing.
• Describe characters and understand how they respond to events and challenges.

2) Craft and Structure
• Learn the literal—as well as fi gurative—meanings of words.
• Differentiate between different types of texts and structures.
• Identify author, illustrator, and narrator; track different points of view; and identify the voice 

of each character.

3)  Integration of Knowledge and Ideas
• Describe the relationship between illustrations and story.
• Make connections among books and across themes.
•  Compare and contrast the experiences of characters.

4)  Reading Range and Text Complexity
• Handle a range of text complexity;
•  Increase their facility with texts of growing complexity;
• Build the strategies necessary for independent reading.

These standards are a tall order in a classroom full of texting, websurfi ng, social networking kids 

Multiple Literacies: A Fact of Life

Early adolescence and the shift to middle school represent a signifi cant milestone for most students. 
They crave social connection, and that need more than anything else shapes their literacy. Popular 
culture and peers replace parents and teachers as the arbiters of taste (Moje, 2007; Gruwell, 2007). 
Their texts expand to include clothing logos, music, specialty magazines, and websites—as well as 
the ubiquitous social media.

That’s a lot of competition for “The Lottery,” Animal Farm, and Romeo and Juliet.

It’s also a fact we have to live with. Teachers and parents alike need to fi nd ways to both incorporate and 
compete with these new literacies. Fighting them is a lost cause on the order of the geocentric universe.

The fi rst task is to accept that adolescents live in a world of choice. At their fi ngertips, they command 
a universe of entertainment content, information, and social connection. With a few keystrokes 
they can post a message to 300 “friends”; watch an episode of Scrubs; or fi nd out what Wikipedia, 
IMDb, and People magazine have to say about Jennifer Lawrence. Effective teachers understand 
the importance of choice and ownership to their students. They strive not to restrict their students’ 
choices but to give them control over their own reading lives (Miller, 2009; Gallagher, 2009).



5

Given the vast digital world available to them, teens are making one choice we should applaud: 
they’re choosing to write. Studies have shown that today’s teens spend more time on written 
interaction than on entertainment (Krashen, 2012). It may well be that adolescents are writing more 
outside of school than they ever have before. Granted, they’re writing 140-character tweets and 
other missives short enough to bang out with their thumbs. But they’re writing. Good teachers must 
fi nd a way to channel energy from texts and tweets to long-form narrative, effective argument, and 
graceful expository essays (Gruwell, 2007; Burke, 2013). 

These standards are a tall order in a classroom full of texting, websurfi ng, social networking kids 

Engage, Engage, Engage

Engagement is the life force of adolescent literacy learning. It’s simple cause and effect: Adolescents 
who see something of value in school reading, read and enjoy academic success; those who don’t, 
don’t read and typically fall behind. Numerous studies have shown that the simple fact of engagement 
in a text increases comprehension (Jiménez & Duke, 2011; Guthrie, McRae, & Klauda, 2007).

The challenge for today’s teachers is to take kids who are engaged with intense passion in the 
digital world, nurture that passion, and then offer reading experiences so relevant and exciting that 
kids will approach books with the same level of engagement.

RELEVANCE
Both Tatum and Gruwell, as well as others, have proven that kids get turned on to 
reading when two things happen: they see themselves in the books they read, and the 
issues they read about have resonance in their lives. Veteran reading expert Phyllis C. Hunter 
reminds us that when students develop an emotional bond with the people they read about, they 
also develop a bond with the reading process itself (Hunter, 2012).

Alfred Tatum writes movingly of enabling texts, which he defi nes as books or stories that are 
deeply signifi cant and meaningful to young people (Tatum, 2010; 2013). These are texts by writers 
who represent a long line of people who themselves have overcome adversity. They form a textual 
lineage that speaks to the rich possibilities of a life both thoughtful and well lived. Students who 
fi nd this kind of resonance in texts can acquire not only a life-long interest in reading but also a 
road map for living.

ACTIVE READING
Another way to foster reading engagement is to involve students actively at every step of the 
process. Creating responsive classroom environments with student choice, links to real-life 
experiences, and opportunities to talk about text helps adolescents build community around books, 
bolster self-confi dence, and stay engaged (Guthrie, 2008).

Judith Langer has spent more than two decades investigating reading and writing relationships. She 
characterizes the learner as an active problem-solver who is infl uenced by background knowledge, 
text, and context.
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...when people use their literacy skills to think and 
rethink their understandings of texts, themselves, and the world, 

it promotes “personal empowerment.” It gives importance to 
individuals and the oral and written texts they create and 
encounter and fosters the kinds of language and thought 

that mark good and sharp thinking (Langer, 1995).

We have known for decades of the mutually benefi cial relationships between the four primary 
language processes: listening, speaking, reading, and writing. However, classroom practice has been 
slow to fully embrace and implement this knowledge.

That’s all changing now as the Common Core State Standards challenge us to draw on the cognitive 
and linguistic riches of all four integrated language arts. While the Standards are presented 
separately as Reading, Writing, Speaking, and Listening—along with a Language strand—they are 
closely connected throughout the CCSS document. For example, Writing Standard #9 requires that 
students write about what they read, and Standard #4 encourages students to share fi ndings from 
their research. In general, students read, write, and talk their way into critical thinking, problem 
solving, and collaboration with their peers—as they “build knowledge, gain insights, explore 
possibilities, and broaden their perspective” (CCSS, 2010).

WRITING TO READ
Research shows that writing, in particular, not only helps kids engage with their reading but helps 
them read better. Recommendations for language integration draw from a solid base of research. 
Two comprehensive studies stand out from the rest. Graham & Hebert’s Writing to Read (2010) study 
demonstrates conclusively that writing improves reading skills and comprehension. Graham & Perin’s 
meta-analysis (2007) identifi es specifi c writing practices that enhance students’ reading abilities.

The Graham & Perin report, Writing Next (2007), demonstrates that writing about text enables 
students to construct meaning and knowledge more effectively than either rereading or discussion. 
The study found that writing:

• Encourages deeper thinking about ideas

• Requires students to draw on their own knowledge and experience

• Helps them to consolidate and review information

• Inspires the reformulation of thinking

• Requires the organization and integration of ideas

• Fosters explicitness

• Facilitates refl ection

• Encourages personal involvement

• Requires translation into one’s own words

Ultimately, what seems to distinguish students who succeed from those who don’t is the ability to 
engage independently in a close analysis of demanding text—and there may be no better way to 
accomplish that goal than through writing (Graham & Hebert, 2011).
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“IT’S ABOUT THEIR LIVES”
So, there’s no question that when students are given relevant texts in an active, responsive 
environment, they become more profi cient readers. Alfred Tatum is convinced they can also lead 
richer, more effective lives.

Enabling texts, in Tatum’s view, can transform the lives of vulnerable teens. If introduced in the right 
context, they provoke self-refl ection and debate. They challenge students to put their voices on 
record and value their own ideas. They lead otherwise disaffected kids to confront issues larger than 
themselves and set goals beyond the limits of their daily lives. In Tatum’s vision this work takes place 
across four intellectual platforms:

With these platforms as a focal point, reading becomes a way to build both better skills and 
richer lives:

My work aims to address all students as strong thinkers 
who deserve access to the texts and tools with which to 
frame ideas, formulate opinions, and address the big issues 
of our time. Through the power of enabling texts, and the 
talk and writing they inspire, I aim to change the equation 
for teens away from learned hopelessness, powerlessness, 
and grim acceptance of all the worst life has to offer and 
toward hope, resilience, productivity, and success. My work 
with these texts centers on human development, not simply 
reading and writing development (Tatum, 2013).

BACK TO THE COMMON CORE
The vision that emerges from Tatum, Gruwell, and others is one in which high-interest reading 
doesn’t mean pandering or ignoring the need to teach basic skills. It means challenging, relevant 
texts that feel vital to students and in fact facilitate the hard work required by the Common Core. 
So let’s return to the standards and review their implications for middle school classrooms.

DEFINE SELF What are your passions, your values, your goals?

BECOME RESILIENT How do you stay strong when life puts obstacles in your way?

ENGAGE OTHERS How do you work with other people to make a difference?

BUILD CAPACITY What can you do to make the world a better place?
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NONFICTION RISING
In general, under CCSS, students need to double their reading efforts. And with the emphasis on 
college and career readiness, much of that increase will be nonfi ction. The Common Core offers 
these guidelines for the percentages of time that should be devoted to nonfi ction text:

• Grade 4: 50%

• Grade 8: 55%

• Grade 12: 70%

To be clear, these percentages refer to time spent throughout the school day. They do not mean 
that ELA teachers need to be assigning more than two-thirds nonfi ction by the end of high 
school. Still, it’s clear that ELA and content-area teachers alike should carefully consider the range 
of nonfi ction they give their students. According to the ccss, adolescent readers should 
encounter a substantial sampling of essays, speeches, opinion pieces, biographies, and 
journalism, as well as scientifi c and historical documents.

TEXT COMPLEXITY
The CCSS demands that students encounter not just more nonfi ction, but more challenging 
nonfi ction as well. Research has demonstrated that the textual challenges beyond high school have 
increased. College textbooks, as measured by Lexile scores, have increased in diffi culty (Stenner, 
Koons, & Swartz, in press).

The Common Core hopes to prepare students gradually for the challenges they’ll face when 
they leave school. The standards require that students encounter texts at an ever-increasing 
level of complexity, from kindergarten through 12th grade. Complex texts, as defi ned by literacy 
researcher Elfrieda Hiebert (2012), are texts with “complex ideas conveyed with rare and infrequent 
vocabulary.” With these challenging texts, students are meant to develop the mature 
language skills and the conceptual knowledge they need for success in school and 
beyond (common core, 2010).

In order for that to happen, teachers will need to provide effective support. Elaborating on the Common 
Core requirements, Hiebert notes what’s needed to prepare students for increased text complexity:

• Consistent opportunities with texts that support capacity with core vocabulary

• Direct instruction that extends vocabularies in informational and narrative texts

• Opportunities to increase reading stamina

• Support in developing funds of knowledge (the background knowledge necessary to 
comprehend the textual content)

The Common Core authors note that students’ ability to handle complex text doesn’t necessarily 
develop in a linear fashion. If students are deeply interested in a subject, their engagement may 
sustain them in a text that would otherwise be too challenging. Teachers will want to look for 
ways to stretch experience across a range of texts, keeping in mind each student’s motivation, 
knowledge, and prior reading.
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COMPREHENSION AND THE CLOSE READ
To help students build reading capacity with increasingly complex text, the CCSS emphasizes close 
reading. According to Hiebert, that applies to both fi ction and nonfi ction. Students, she says, will need to:

• Undertake the close, attentive reading that lies at the heart of understanding and enjoying 
complex works of literature

• Perform the critical reading necessary to analyze the staggering amount of information 
available digitally and in print

Experienced teachers have long engaged students in close reading, but the Common Core State 
Standards take it to a new level. Second and even third reads are encouraged with special attention 
to both structure and content. Teachers are encouraged to guide lessons with text-dependent 
questions that require students to support their responses with evidence drawn from the text.

Given the emphasis on close reading and rereading, the CCSS suggests that teachers incorporate 
short text into the reading menu:

Shorter, challenging texts that elicit close reading and re-reading are . . . particularly useful to 
enable students at a wide range of reading levels to participate in the close analysis of more 
demanding text . . . It often requires compact, short, self-contained texts that students can 
read and re-read deliberately and slowly to probe and ponder the meanings of individual 
words, the order in which sentences unfold, and the development of ideas over the course of 
the text (Common Core, Publisher’s Guidelines).

CONTENT-AREA VOCABULARY
According to the authors of the Common Core, vocabulary acquisition is a crucial step in unlocking 
these complex texts. And there’s plenty of research to back them up. According to Marzano and 
Pickering (2005), domain-specifi c vocabulary ensures that students have the background knowledge 
needed to decode content-area text. When students understand these specifi c words, they are 
more likely to understand the material. (Many other research studies connect students’ vocabulary 
knowledge and their reading comprehension; e.g., Anderson, Wilson, & Fielding, 1988; Hiebert, 
2012; Duke & Carlisle, 2011.)

The work of Dr. Isabel Beck also supports the Common Core’s emphasis on domain-specifi c 
vocabulary. She argues that effective vocabulary instruction has a dramatic effect on students’ 
reading skills. Beck has organized vocabulary words into three tiers based on their usefulness and 
frequency of use. Beck and McKeown (2002) suggest that for instructional purposes, teachers 
should concentrate on Tier Two words—also known as academic vocabulary. Tier Two words are 
defi ned as words that:

• Refl ect mature language use and appear frequently across a variety of contexts

• Lend themselves to instruction helping students build in-depth knowledge of them and their 
connections to other words and concepts

• Provide precision and specifi city in describing a concept for which the students already have a 
general understanding

The goal of On the Record is to marry relevant, inspiring nonfi ction that engages readers with 
scaffolded teaching support needed to meet the challenges of the Common Core.
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Engaging Texts, Active Classroom

RELEVANT CONTENT
The stories in On the Record were collected with a few goals in mind.

• They were designed to provide students with role models relevant to their own development. 
In these profi les, people labor to fi gure out who they are, to fi nd their places in the world, 
and to leave a legacy larger than themselves. They are meant to help students tap into a 
“textual lineage,” in Tatum’s words, and to construct their own road maps to life.

• They are also a diverse crowd of people—rich and poor; educated and unschooled; black, 
white, Latino, Asian, Native American. Students should not only see themselves in these 
stories, but encounter other cultures as well. The hope is that bridges are better built through 
intimate personal stories than big abstractions.

• Last but not least, the stories were chosen to keep kids turning pages. A mountain climber 
fi ghts for his life; a journalist dodges snipers in Afghanistan; LeBron James makes his way 
through a rocky childhood to the NBA. The objective was to provide challenging material, 
written on grade level or above, that is gripping enough to engage struggling readers.

TRANSFORMATIVE TEXTS
More than 2,000 years ago—and more recently cited in What Works in Character Education 
(Berkowitz & Biers, 2005)—Aristotle noted, “All adults involved with children either help or thwart 
children’s growth and development, whether we like it, intend it, or not.” In other words, if we 
work with young people, we convey essential understandings about character. Through our actions, 
attitudes, values, and of course our reading lists, we shape the character of our students.

On the Record helps teachers make deliberate, mindful decisions about character and civic 
education through the stories of the people profi led. Each biography is a profi le in courage, 
conviction, and core values. As such, each helps to fulfi ll the goals for citizenship and civic education 
outlined in the Common Core State Standards.

The books were created with Alfred Tatum’s social justice platforms in mind. The profi les depict 
people like Sebastian Junger, Wangari Maathai, and Barack Obama building character, reaching 
beyond themselves to engage with the world, and putting their voices on record. Through their 
examples, students begin to do the same work in their own lives.

WRITING TO READ
The stories in On the Record were chosen not just to inform but to invite a response from 
students. Writing tasks accompany each book, designed to accomplish two purposes.

• Freewrite prompts challenge students to fi nd their gut reactions to a text and get it on 
paper. These questions push students to relate the struggles of the profi le subjects to their 
own struggles, to fi nd the place where their lives are mirrored in the larger world around 
them. Here is the Raw Writing, where students have the freedom to fi nd that truthful, 
unashamed voice that Tatum believes has the power to turn disempowered lives around.

• Formal writing exercises ask students to craft expository, narrative, and argument pieces. 
Here is where students do the work of the Common Core. Step-by-step guidelines accompany 
each exercise to ensure that students have the building blocks for clear, effective writing.
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III Bringing It All Together: On the Record

The Common Core Comes to Life

COMPLEXITY, ONE STEP AT A TIME
On the Record exposes students to a wide range of complex, quality texts, while providing them 
the scaffolding they need to access, comprehend, and respond to what they read.

• Lead Books offer the opportunity to analyze text as a whole class with teacher-led instruction.

• Reader’s Choice Books offer opportunities to apply close reading skills independently or in small 
groups. Rich, text-dependent questions demand that students analyze text on a complex level.

• Stretch Texts offer texts in varying formats by or about the people profi led in On the 
Record. The texts stretch students’ reading comprehension skills with higher levels of text 
complexity and challenging questions.

Each On the Record text is accompanied by a Complexity Index chart that uses the Common 
Core’s three criteria to determine a text’s complexity: a quantitative measure (On the Record uses 
Lexile®); a qualitative measure that takes into account text structure, language conventionality, 
and background required; a reader and task measure that considers a reader’s probable level of 
motivation as well as the complexity of tasks required. 

EVIDENCE, PLEASE
In the discussion questions that accompany each profi le, students are asked to base all refl ections 
and analysis on evidence from the text. With the exception of the Raw Writes, all writing exercises 
require the same dedication to text-based evidence. Templates that help students prepare to write 
force writers to accumulate supporting details drawn from the text.

CONTENT KNOWLEDGE
The stories in On the Record were chosen primarily for their human drama; they are coming-of-
age stories and stories of obstacles overcome, fears faced, and lessons learned. At the same time, 
many of the stories offer a window into content areas important to the curriculum. The life of Neil 
deGrasse Tyson highlights the most intriguing questions of astrophysics. Profi les of novelist Julia 
Alvarez and journalist Sonia Nazario explore immigration from two unique angles. Other profi les 
feature the problems of public health care; Hurricane Katrina; the civil rights movement; the 
presidency; and wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Vietnam. In each book, the teaching guide provides 
exercises designed to help students develop strategies for decoding domain-specifi c vocabulary.

TEXTUAL ANALYSIS
Paired profi les force students to compare and contrast one text with another. Discussion questions 
and writing projects encourage the analysis of themes, characters, and structure across texts.

CLOSE READING
On the Record’s relatively short texts are divided into chapters that lend themselves to repeated 
close reads. Discussion questions guide students to articulate main ideas and details, summarize 
story lines and events, and analyze profi le subjects and their motivations.
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THE URGENT WORK OF TEACHING
Teaching is exhausting, exhilarating, and always exacting. But it is hard to imagine another profession that 
offers such promise and hope. 

Every day, educators participate in the transcendent work of 
helping young people outgrow their present abilities and perspectives 

and become more capable and expansive human beings. 
Part of that work centers on meeting the daily challenge of addressing the standards and making sure our 
students are on track for grade-level achievement. But professional educators never lose sight of the less 
tangible but equally stirring and urgent goal of helping their students develop as fully realized, confi dent, 
curious, and compassionate human beings.

On the Record helps teachers accomplish these essential dual goals. It embraces the research about complex 
text and close reading as well as the integrated language arts— particularly the pivotal role of writing to 
read—and challenges students to become better readers, writers, thinkers, and citizens. And, as students are 
drawn into the invigorating intellectual experience that On the Record invites and makes possible, they are 
inspired to shape their own quests for rich, meaningful, and literate lives in the service of a common good.
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