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Creating the Best Literacy Block Ever by Maryann Manning, Gayle Morrison, and 
Deborah Camp is a book I will recommend to the new first grade teacher I am mentoring 
this year. This book will serve as a support to my protégée as she learns to develop the 
reading portion of her literacy block. The carefully thought out chapters detailing a 
variety of concerns associated with a literacy block are particularly helpful for new 
teachers. A sampling of some of the chapter titles – "Second Grade Literacy Block," "The 
Home-School Connection,” “Students with Special Needs," and "The Theory that 
Informs Our Practice" – reveals the authors' attention to a global focus, rather than a 
narrow skills-based view of literacy teaching and learning. 

In the section titled, "Photo Essay: Welcome to Gayle's Classroom," the authors briefly 
immerse the reader into what they have determined are the critical elements of an 
effective literacy block: community gathering, intentional instruction, independent 
engagement, peer interaction, and community sharing. Their clear explanations 
effectively scaffold learning for teachers new to the idea of a literacy block where reading 
and writing are equally important, at the same time that they emphasize that their 
structure was developed over time through trial and error. In other words, well-informed, 
knowledgeable teachers developed classroom structures that help readers develop a love 
of reading as they learn strategies for becoming better readers. 

In eleven chapters, this book describes a variety of ways to effectively engage, teach, 
assess, and target the specific needs of all children, regardless of their current literacy 
development. The authors spend considerable time discussing assessment, home-school 
connections, and the importance of developing a philosophy of teaching and learning. 
Although this is not a political book, Manning, Morrison, and Camp make sure that the 
reader understands that what counts is for kids to choose books that they want to read and 
can understand, rather than being fed a steady diet of leveled books that are often bland 
and may have the unintended effect of turning kids off reading. And, of course, one way 
we can help students discover good books is by getting to know what they’re interested 
in; this is why creating a safe classroom community by cultivating relationships among 
students and between teachers and students is critical to learning. 

One of the chapters I found particularly helpful was "Literacy Development." Here the 
authors give a clear and concise review of the four cueing systems – graphophonic, 
syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic – and clearly identify their philosophy of teaching 
reading as espousing the sociopsycholinguistic view of the reading process. This is a 



good introduction for teachers new to these ideas and a great review for more 
experienced teachers. 
 
Although I began this review stating that this book would be ideal for a new teacher, I 
must admit that I found myself making lots of notes in the margins as I thought of aspects 
in my own classroom that needed revising. This would make an ideal book, then for a 
teacher study group as well as a college course. 

Reviewed by Elisa Waingort, Dalhousie Elementary School, Calgary, Alberta, Canada. 
She currently teaches second grade bilingual students and is a doctoral student at the 
University of South Australia, Adelaide. 
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