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Part	I
How	to	Teach	with	Text	Sets



Chapter	 1
Understanding	Multimodal,	Multigenre	Text	Sets
Imagine	peeking	 through	 the	window	of	 an	 elementary	 classroom	where	 students	 are

studying	trees.	The	students	and	their	teacher	are	in	and	out	of	the	school	doors,	walking
in	a	wooded	area	near	school	or	 in	a	nearby	city	park,	drawing	and	sketching	what	 they
see,	binoculars	in	hand,	and	documenting	their	evidence	further	with	digital	cameras.	Back
inside	 the	 classroom,	 they	 examine	 their	 digital	 photographs	 of	 leaves,	 bark,	 individual
branches,	 and	 whole	 trees	 in	 small	 groups,	 and	 as	 a	 whole	 class	 they	 use	 the	 LCD
projector.	Once	a	week	for	over	a	month,	the	class	continues	to	venture	out	to	document
the	changes	in	the	trees,	be	it	spring	or	fall,	and	notice	which	parts	of	the	tree	change	and
which	 stay	 the	 same,	 graphing	 their	 data	 to	 share	 the	 results.	 All	 the	 while,	 seeds	 are
growing	 inside	 the	 classroom,	 and	 students	 are	 documenting	 those	 changes	with	words
and	pictures	and	are	generating	questions	about	what	they	observe.

As	 students	 interact	 with	 the	 natural	 world	 around	 them,	 they	 also	 research	 trees
through	print.	They	 read	 survey	and	concept	nonfiction	books	 in	 small	groups,	drawing
and	 writing	 down	 information	 that	 begins	 to	 answer	 the	 questions	 that	 they	 and	 their
teacher	 have	 about	 trees,	 and	 documenting	 their	 new	 questions.	 Within	 small	 groups,
students	explore	texts	that	are	a	good	fit	for	where	they	are	as	readers—not	too	hard,	not
too	easy.	As	 they	 finish	one	book,	 they	move	on	 to	another,	 adding	 to	 their	knowledge,
comparing	 information	 from	 one	 book	 to	 the	 next,	 and	 synthesizing	what	 they	 learn	 in
print	with	what	they	observe	in	the	natural	world.	Some	students	who	are	not	the	strongest
readers	 in	 the	class	have	an	immense	knowledge	of	 trees	and	are	reading	more	complex
books	than	they	might	otherwise.	Some	of	the	stronger	readers	know	less	about	trees	and
are	starting	off	with	easier	books	to	build	their	knowledge	and	support	what	they	observe
in	 their	data	collecting.	While	 in	 these	groups,	 students	 receive	 instruction	 to	strengthen
their	 reading	 strategies	 for	 nonfiction	 texts	 in	 order	 to	 both	 expand	 their	 knowledge	 of
trees	and	bolster	their	reading	capacity.

As	students	are	 further	 immersed	 in	 their	 reading	about	 trees,	 they	start	 to	 read	about
the	role	of	trees	in	the	economic	life	of	the	region	in	which	they	live,	learning	about	the
ways	in	which	the	local	economy	grew	as	a	result	of	having	or	not	having	hardwood	trees.
For	 example,	 students	 in	New	England	may	 read	 books	 about	 the	 role	 of	 shipbuilding,
mast-making,	and	colonization	in	the	17th	and	18th	centuries.	By	reading	newspaper	and
magazine	articles	selected	by	 their	 teacher,	students	can	compare	 the	role	of	 trees	 in	 the
past	 with	 current	 logging	 and	 paper	 industries.	 However,	 elementary	 students	 in	 the
Northwest	 might	 be	 learning	 about	 the	 role	 of	 the	 logging	 industry	 and	 economic
development	 in	 the	19th	century	and	comparing	 those	events	with	current	debates	about
the	 appropriate	 use	 of	 natural	 resources.	 They	 may	 also	 start	 looking	 at	 data	 that	 the
teacher	has	obtained	from	federal	and	state	fish	and	wildlife	or	natural	resources	divisions
to	see	what	trends	they	have	observed	in	the	local	tree	population	and	what	threats	might
exist.	 In	 addition,	 students	 may	 use	 online	 video-conferencing	 technology	 to	 conduct
interviews	with	staff	from	one	of	these	departments	so	that	they	have	access	to	the	most



accurate	 and	 up-to-date	 information.	 Students	 may	 also	 explore	 historic	 photographs
gathered	 from	a	 state	or	 local	historical	 society	or	museum	 to	compare	and	contrast	 the
tree	population	from	50	years	ago	to	today.	They	examine	artifacts	from	the	industries	of
the	 past,	 such	 as	 employment	 advertisements,	 work	 cards,	 or	 accounts	 of	 important
milestones,	in	the	city’s	or	town’s	economic	history.

To	 synthesize	 what	 students	 are	 learning	 across	 texts	 and	 experiences	 and	 to
demonstrate	 their	 new	 knowledge	 and	 skills	 to	 themselves,	 their	 teacher,	 and	 their
community,	students	are	 immersed	 in	production.	Some	students	might	be	working	on	a
mural	of	local	trees	that	will	hang	in	the	public	library	to	educate	the	community	about	the
role	trees	play	in	healthy	air.	Other	students	might	be	using	poetry	picture	books	as	mentor
texts	 and	writing	 their	 own	 illustrated	poetry	picture	books	 to	 share	with	primary	grade
reading	buddies.	They	might	also	record	and	post	their	creations	on	the	school	webpage	so
that	 families	 and	 community	 members	 can	 be	 informed.	 Still	 other	 students	 might	 be
creating	 local	 tree	 guides	 complete	 with	 original	 digital	 photographs,	 illustrations,
diagrams,	 and	 graphs,	 to	 donate	 to	 the	 town’s	 or	 city’s	 parks	 department	 for	 use	 in	 a
summer	 day	 camp	 program.	A	 few	 students	may	 be	writing	 longer	works	 of	 fiction	 or
nonfiction	about	the	role	of	trees	in	their	town	or	city	in	the	past	or	in	the	present.	These
will	become	books	as	well.	Students	may	record	themselves	reading	the	books	so	that	the
audio	books	can	be	shared	with	community	members	through	the	local	library	system.

While	 this	 is	 happening,	 students	 are	 enacting	many	 elements	 of	 the	 Common	 Core
State	Standards	for	English	Language	Arts	and	Content	Literacy:	They	are	engaged	in	an
exploration	 of	 science	 content	 standards	 for	 the	 intermediate	 grades	 and	 exploring	 the
natural	 world	 with	 21st	 century	 tools.	 They	 are	 reading	 well-written,	 age-appropriate
children’s	books	 that	 inform	 them	on	 the	 topics	 they	 are	 exploring	 and	 serve	 as	mentor
texts	 for	 their	own	writing.	They	are	also	meaningfully	engaged	 in	producing	work	 that
allows	them	to	grow	as	readers,	writers,	scientists,	and	historians.

Teaching	with	Text	Sets
By	immersing	students	in	a	variety	of	reading	experiences	and	inviting	them	to	explore

the	 natural	 world	 through	 observation	 and	 experimentation,	 the	 teacher	 in	 the	 trees
scenario	described	harnessed	students’	natural	curiosity,	addressed	their	range	of	reading
needs	 and	 interests,	 and	 scaffolded	 learning	 so	 that	 important	 content	 standards	 were
learned	 while	 the	 students	 also	 improved	 and	 expanded	 their	 reading	 capacities.	 This
integrated	science,	social	studies,	and	literacy	curriculum	was	designed	to	meet	curriculum
standards,	 and	 the	 texts	 that	 were	 explored	 by	 students	 were	 expertly	 selected	 and
organized	 by	 the	 teacher	 to	meet	 the	 content	 of	 the	 standards	 and	 the	 reading	 needs	 of
individual	students.	For	those	varied	reading	experiences,	the	teacher	used	a	multimodal,
multigenre	 text	 set.	 To	 create	 such	 a	 text	 set,	 she	 pulled	 from	 the	 world	 of	 children’s
fiction,	nonfiction,	and	poetry.	She	also	used	websites,	government	reports,	and	newspaper
and	 magazine	 articles,	 including	 those	 written	 specifically	 for	 children.	 Also	 included
were	primary	sources	and	photographs	from	a	state	or	local	historical	society	or	museum.
Students	were	immersed	in	both	print	and	digital	texts.

At	this	point,	you	may	be	thinking,	“Wow,	that	sounds	ideal,	but	 it	also	sounds	pretty
challenging.”	You	may	be	wondering	how	you	can	find	the	time	and	the	resources	to	teach



in	 this	way,	 given	 the	 daily	 demands	 of	 your	 teaching	 and	 personal	 life.	We	wrote	 this
book	because	we	know	how	you	feel.	You	want	to	offer	your	students	the	richest	possible
curriculum,	but	you	are	sometimes	overwhelmed	by	too	many	choices	and	you	feel	as	if
you	do	not	know	where	 to	begin.	Or,	you	have	 so	many	curriculum	directives	 and	new
initiatives	 that	 you	 feel	 you	 cannot	 take	 on	 one	more	 thing.	We	 hear	 you!	Our	 goal	 in
writing	 this	 book	 is	 to	 share	 what	 we	 have	 learned	 about	 teaching	 with	 multimodal,
multigenre	text	sets	and	make	this	kind	of	planning	and	teaching	manageable	so	that	you
and	your	students	can	experience	the	many	benefits	of	teaching	with	text	sets.

In	this	chapter,	we	will	define	what	we	mean	by	a	multimodal,	multigenre	text	set,	and
we	will	 share	 some	 of	 the	 reasons	why	we	 think	 teaching	with	 text	 sets	 is	 so	 exciting,
rewarding,	and	important.	Next,	we	will	discuss	our	view	of	teachers’	roles	as	curriculum
designers.	Finally,	we	will	introduce	you	to	the	key	processes	for	curriculum	design	with
multimodal,	multigenre	text	sets	that	we	explore	throughout	this	book.

Defining	the	Multimodal,	Multigenre	Text	Set
We	are	certainly	not	the	first	educators	to	teach	with	text	sets.	In	the	past,	text	sets	have

been	defined	in	a	variety	of	ways.	Back	in	1991,	when	states	were	just	starting	to	define
standards	 and	 benchmarks	 in	 response	 to	 national	 legislation	 and	 the	World	Wide	Web
was	 in	 its	 infancy,	 Linda	 K.	 Crafton	 wrote	 of	 the	 potential	 of	 text	 sets	 to	 generate
connections,	suggesting	that	“when	readers	read	texts	that	are	conceptually	related	in	some
way,	they	are	engaged	in	an	exploration	of	cognitive	and	linguistic	ties.”	She	defined	text
sets	as	“collections	of	conceptually	related	materials,”	including	“non-print	‘texts’	such	as
audiotapes,	 filmstrips,	videotapes,	and	art”	 (1991,	189).	Similarly,	 in	1993,	Douglas	and
Jeanette	Hartman	proposed	the	use	of	text	sets,	seeking	to	“expand	the	role	of	the	reader”
through	 the	 use	 of	 different	 arrangements	 of	 related	 texts.	 They	 defined	 a	 text	 set	 as
including	a	range	of	texts	on	a	continuum	from	linguistic	to	nonlinguistic,	with	linguistic
texts	consisting	of	written	pieces	of	any	genre	and	nonlinguistic	texts	as	all	others,	such	as
song,	 dance,	 photographs,	 and	 video,	 etc.,	 each	 necessary	 for	 providing	 students	 with
sufficient	opportunity	to	read	“across	texts”	(1993,	202).

Both	 above	 definitions	 of	 a	 text	 set	 stand	 out	 because	 of	 their	 early	 emphasis	 on
diversity	 in	 text	 types.	 Text	 sets	 have	 been	 consistently	 defined	 over	 the	 years	 as	 a
collection	 of	 conceptually	 related	 books;	 however,	 the	 role	 of	multimodal	 texts	 has	 not
always	been	a	visible	component	of	text	set	definitions.	Opitz	defined	them	as	“collections
of	books	related	to	a	common	element	or	topic.	Single	copies	of	books	are	often	used	to
create	them,	with	each	student	reading	a	different	book	related	to	the	topic”	(1998,	622).
Ward	and	Young	stated	that	text	sets	are	“a	collection	of	books	grouped	around	a	similar
topic,	theme,	genre,	or	author”	(2008,	215).	Text	sets	can	also	be	defined	by	the	number	of
texts	they	include,	such	as	when	Short,	Harste,	and	Burke	suggest	that	a	set	is	comprised
of	“five	to	fifteen	texts	that	relate	conceptually	in	some	way,	such	as	similar	themes,	text
types,	topics,	and	so	forth”	(quoted	in	Mathis	2002,	127).

More	recently,	Nichols	proposed	a	broader	definition	of	text	sets,	emphasizing	the	role
the	reading	of	multiple	texts	can	play	in	enhancing	students’	abilities	to	comprehend	and
think	 critically	 about	 content.	 She	 defines	 texts	 sets	 as	 “a	 collection	 of	 sources	 of
information	 that	 have	 a	 commonality;	 that	 is,	 they	 explore	 a	 shared	 topic,	 issue,	 or	 big



idea,”	 further	 elaborating	 that	 “text	 sets	 should	 include	 a	 variety	 of	 genres,	 text	 types,
levels,	and	media	forms”	(2009,	34–35).

The	 world	 of	 print	 and	 technology	 continues	 to	 evolve	 at	 a	 rapid	 pace;	 the	 online
environment	 now	 allows	 for	 extraordinary	 access	 to	 nonlinguistic	 texts	 with	 a	 simple
Internet	 search.	Text	 sets	were	 never	more	 possible	 than	 they	 are	 today,	 and	we	need	 a
revised	definition	 that	 includes	our	new	understandings	of	21st	 century	 texts.	Given	 the
ubiquitous	nature	of	digital	 texts	 in	 the	 lives	of	even	very	young	students	 today,	we	can
incorporate	a	broad	range	of	texts	into	content	study,	as	Hartman	and	Hartman	(1993)	and
Crafton	(1991)	suggested	in	our	pre-Internet	age.	We	are	immersed	in	multimodal	texts	on
a	 daily	 basis,	 moving	 back	 and	 forth	 between	 print	 and	 digital	 texts.	 Print	 texts	 are
transformed	online	with	new	visual	and	audio	components.	Many	texts	are	authentically
multimodal	from	the	start.	Through	technology	and	the	use	of	text	sets,	we	have	the	ability
to	create	the	kind	of	classroom	environment	“where	students	are	challenged	and	surprised
often	 by	 unexpected,	 serendipitous	 linking	 discoveries	 in	 their	 reading;	 where	 students
continually	 revise	 their	 understandings	 and	 responses	 to	 previous	 texts;	 where	 students
exploit	 the	 rich	 literary	 and	 artistic	 possibilities	 within,	 across,	 and	 beyond	 texts;	 and
where	students	spend	their	days	waist	high	in	works	that	can	be	traversed	in	one	direction,
and	then	in	another…and	still	another”	(Hartman	and	Hartman	1993,	210).

Our	Definition
We	know	our	 term	“multimodal,	mutigenre	 text	 set”	 is	a	mouthful!	So,	what	 is	 really

meant	 by	 this?	 A	 multimodal,	 multigenre	 text	 set	 is	 a	 versatile	 tool	 constructed	 by	 a
teacher	or	team	of	teachers	and,	ideally,	a	school	or	public	librarian	that	can	be	applied	at
any	grade	level,	from	pre-kindergarten	through	high	school,	and	can	be	used	as	a	means	of
achieving	the	goals	of	a	unit	of	study.	Text	sets	themselves	are	not	the	focal	point	of	the
curriculum	 or	 unit	 of	 study;	 whatever	 it	 is	 that	 “holds”	 the	 text	 set	 together—a	 topic,
concept,	 theme,	 or	 question—is	 the	 focal	 point.	 For	 example,	 in	 the	 opening	 of	 this
chapter,	 trees	were	 the	focal	point	of	 the	unit	of	study.	A	text	set	 is	an	 important	 tool	 to
help	you	meet	your	unit	goals.

When	 we	 refer	 to	 a	 text	 set	 as	 multimodal,	 we	 mean	 that	 the	 text	 set	 includes
information	 in	many	modalities,	 including	 print,	 audio,	 and	 visual.	 It	 includes	 podcasts
and	videos	of	performances,	news	footage,	and	live	footage	via	webcams	often	found	on
websites.	It	also	includes	visual	texts,	such	as	photographs,	drawings,	and	paintings,	and
physical	objects,	such	as	artifacts,	sculptures,	and	buildings.

A	text	set	is	multigenre	when	it	includes	texts	in	a	variety	of	genres.	We	define	genre	as
a	form	of	writing	that	serves	a	socially	recognizable	purpose	(Allan,	McMackin,	Dawes,
and	Spadorcia	2009).	This	is	a	broad	definition	of	genre,	one	that	encompasses	forms	of
writing	 as	 diverse	 as	 a	 tweet,	 a	 recipe,	 a	 baseball	 card,	 a	 traffic	 citation,	 or	 a	museum
display	 card.	 Teachers	 typically	 view	 this	 broader	 definition	 of	 genre	 as	 liberating,
opening	up	new	possibilities	for	student	exploration	and	student	writing	products.

We	 also	 include	 traditional	 genres	 and	multigenre	works	 in	 text	 sets,	 such	 as	 picture
books	and	chapter	books,	as	well	as	magazine	and	newspaper	articles	and	primary	source
documents.



An	Example:	Tree	Text	Set
The	 students	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 this	 chapter	 were	 working	 with	 a	 multimodal,

multigenre	 text	 set	 as	 part	 of	 their	 study	 of	 trees,	 a	 required	 element	 of	 curriculum
standards	for	science	at	the	elementary	level.	When	gathering	the	texts	for	use	in	this	unit
of	 study,	we	 sought	 texts	 that	 represented	 a	diversity	of	 genres,	modalities,	 and	 reading
levels.	We	offer	you	a	sampling	of	the	texts	that	we	located	to	provide	a	concrete	example
of	a	multimodal,	multigenre	 text	set.	A	more	complete	 text	set	example	for	 trees	can	be
found	in	Appendix	C.



The	Reasons	for	Teaching	with	Text	Sets
Now	you	know	what	a	text	set	is.	So,	why	would	you	want	to	teach	with	text	sets?

Do	 you	 ever	 wonder	 why	 districts	 spend	 thousands	 of	 dollars	 on	 one-size-fits-all
curriculum	that	winds	up	fitting	very	few?	No	teacher	has	the	time	to	consider,	let	alone
strategically	use,	all	the	bells	and	whistles	that	accompany	most	curriculum	packages.	For
far	 fewer	 dollars,	 individual	 or	 teams	 of	 teachers	 can	 construct	multimodal,	multigenre
text	sets	 that	use	authentic	 texts	 in	all	of	 their	diverse	formats,	meet	 the	varied	needs	of
students	 regardless	 of	 where	 they	 fall	 on	 the	 literacy	 continuum,	 utilize	 21st	 century
literacies,	and	ground	students	in	exploring	their	community	and	the	global	community	in
meaningful	ways.	We	find	these	possibilities	thrilling.

If	 customizing	 curriculum	 to	 meet	 the	 needs	 and	 interests	 of	 your	 students	 was	 not
enticing	 enough,	 the	 Common	 Core	 State	 Standards	 for	 Language	 Arts	 and	 Content
Literacy	are	a	clarion	call	for	using	text	sets	and	diverse	literacy	practices.	The	Common
Core	 State	 Standards	 suggest	 that	 “[t]hrough	 reading	 a	 diverse	 array	 of	 classic	 and



contemporary	literature	as	well	as	challenging	informational	 texts	in	a	range	of	subjects,
students	are	expected	to	build	knowledge,	gain	insights,	explore	possibilities,	and	broaden
their	perspective”	 (Common	Core	State	Standards	2010).	This	 is	a	vision	of	 reading	we
are	excited	to	make	a	reality.

Capturing	Interest	and	Cultivating	Engagement
The	world	 is	 infinitely	 interesting,	and	you	want	your	classroom	to	 reflect	 the	energy

and	diversity	of	thought	that	students	bring	with	them	each	and	every	day.	You	want	your
students	 to	 become	 more	 skillful	 readers,	 but	 you	 also	 want	 to	 cultivate	 a	 passionate
engagement	with	reading	and	the	content	of	science,	social	studies,	literature,	and	the	arts.
You	also	know	that	when	students	are	engaged	with	what	they	are	doing,	learning	occurs
more	 expeditiously	 and	 at	 a	 deeper	 level.	 Teaching	 with	 text	 sets	 stimulates	 student
interest	and	motivation	by	offering	them	choice	and	variety.

Prompting	Inquiry
One	way	 to	 channel	 student	 interest	 and	 engagement	 is	 through	 inquiry.	 The	 careful

layering	 of	 content	 through	 the	 use	 of	 multimodal,	 multigenre	 texts	 allows	 students	 to
generate	questions	that	can	guide	their	learning.	One	unit	of	study	might	start	with	a	song,
another	with	 a	portrait	 of	 someone	 from	 the	past,	 yet	 another	with	 a	 current	 newspaper
article.	 As	 each	 text	 is	 confronted,	 students’	 questions	 can	 deepen	 and	 change.	 This
inquiry	 also	 cultivates	 interest	 and	 engagement,	 allowing	 students	 to	 care	 deeply	 about
pursuing	answers.	Ownership	of	their	learning	then	follows.

Reading	for	Multiple	Perspectives
Teaching	with	 text	 sets	allows	 teachers	 to	highlight	 the	 fluidity	of	content	knowledge

and	perspectives	in	any	content	area,	and	the	interesting	connections,	contradictions,	and
questions	that	naturally	arise	when	texts	provide	multiple	perspectives	on	an	area	of	study.
When	 texts	 that	 represent	 a	 diversity	 of	 perspectives	 on	 an	 issue	 are	 used,	 students	 are
forced	to	grapple	with	conflicting,	questionable,	or	missing	information,	exactly	the	kind
of	thinking	skills	required	of	them	by	the	Common	Core	State	Standards.

As	 students	 read	 literature,	 informational	 texts,	 and	 multimodal	 texts	 of	 increasing
complexity	and	variety	across	the	grade	level	continuum,	they	will	develop	the	ability	to
analyze	how	texts	represent	authors’	worldviews	and	to	think	about	the	particular	choices
made	by	an	author	as	he	or	she	composed	the	text.

Building	Prior	Knowledge
When	starting	a	unit	of	study,	it	can	be	difficult	to	fully	understand	what	knowledge	of

the	topic	students	in	class	already	bring	into	the	classroom.	Often,	 it	can	feel	difficult	 to
manage	the	wide	range	of	prior	knowledge	that	exists.	Teaching	with	text	sets	allows	you
to	carefully	layer	content	by	using	multimodal,	multigenre	texts	to	build	prior	knowledge
for	topics	of	study	that	are	abstract	or	distant	to	students.	In	many	cases,	short	texts	have
the	 greatest	 potential	 for	 building	 prior	 knowledge	 on	 a	 topic	 so	 that	 students	 can	 later
tackle	longer,	more	complex	texts	or	ones	that	are	more	abstract.



Reading	fiction	and	nonfiction	picture	storybooks	aloud	is	a	wonderful	way	to	introduce
background	knowledge.	Works	of	art,	historic	photographs	or	maps,	short	videos,	or	live
webcams,	such	as	ones	at	zoos	or	animal	sanctuaries,	are	also	great	introductions	to	a	unit
of	study	that	scaffold	exposure	and	provide	students	with	working	knowledge	of	a	 topic
that	they	can	draw	upon	in	future	readings.

Encouraging	Student	Writing:	Text	Sets	as	Mentor	Texts
Today,	 new	 genres	 of	 text	 are	 being	 created	 all	 the	 time.	 For	 example,	 apps	 are

considered	a	new	genre	of	text.	Only	a	few	years	ago,	apps	did	not	exist.	Now,	even	the
youngest	children	know	what	a	phone	or	 tablet	app	is.	When	students	are	provided	with
multiple	genres	 in	multiple	modalities,	 they	are	given	an	expanded	range	of	possibilities
for	both	demonstrating	learning	and	selecting	the	type	of	writing	they	want	to	do.

So	 often	we	 ask	 students	 to	 read	 large	 quantities	 of	 fiction	 in	 school,	 particularly	 in
language	 arts,	 but	 we	 then	 ask	 them	 to	 write	 nonfiction	 in	 the	 form	 of	 a	 memoir,	 a
personal	 response	 to	 the	 text	 (in	 terms	of	 the	 testing	world),	or	 a	 literary	essay.	We	ask
them	 to	write	 these	 forms	 over	 and	 over	 again,	 but	 rarely	 do	we	 give	 them	models	 of
authentic	memoirs	or	personal	responses	from	which	to	learn.	To	write	quality	nonfiction,
students	need	to	read	quality	nonfiction,	have	working	models	of	a	variety	of	nonfiction
text	structures,	and	have	an	understanding	of	how	similes	and	metaphors	are	functional	in
that	 genre	 to	 explain	 concepts	 and	 ideas	 in	 ways	 readers	 can	 understand.	 Only	 after
studying	a	genre	as	readers	can	students	write	within	 that	genre	as	authors.	Multimodal,
multigenre	text	sets	model	a	world	of	writing	possibilities	for	students.

Differentiating	Instruction
One	 of	 the	 most	 exciting	 features	 of	 a	 text	 set	 is	 the	 opportunity	 it	 provides	 for

differentiated	 instruction.	As	 opposed	 to	 the	 one-size-fits-all	model	 of	 a	 basal	 reader	 or
prescribed	program,	teaching	with	text	sets	allows	teachers	to	select	the	kinds	of	texts	that
are	 appropriate	 for	 scaffolding	 learning	 at	 all	 levels	 in	 the	 classroom,	 providing	 for	 the
range	of	 needs	 in	 today’s	 culturally,	 socially,	 and	 linguistically	 diverse	 populations.	For
example,	a	teacher	might	use	a	nonfiction	chapter	book	as	part	of	a	whole-class	read-aloud
because	the	text	has	important	content	but	is	slightly	beyond	the	reach	of	many	students’
individual	 reading	 capacities.	 Through	 the	 read-aloud	 and	 whole-class	 discussions,	 all
students	can	access	the	content.

Within	a	unit	of	 study,	a	 teacher	can	divide	students	 into	 flexible	groups	 for	different
purposes	on	different	days.	On	some	days,	students	may	be	grouped	based	on	their	reading
needs	so	that	they	can	read	texts	that	are	an	appropriate	fit	and	work	on	focused	reading
strategies	and	content	exploration.	On	other	days,	students	might	be	grouped	based	on	a
subtopic	of	 interest	 to	 collectively	 explore	 an	 audio	or	 visual	 text.	As	 study	progresses,
students	might	 explore	 another	 subtopic	 or	 perspective,	 but	within	 each	 group,	 students
read	different	materials	selected	purposefully	by	the	teacher	to	meet	their	reading	needs.

Multimodal,	 multigenre	 text	 sets	 dramatically	 increase	 options	 for	 differentiating
instruction	within	a	unit	of	study.	With	a	variety	of	texts	related	to	a	chosen	content	focus,
texts	can	be	appropriately	selected	and	layered	to	make	the	content	more	comprehensible



for	English	language	learners	(Echevarría,	Vogt,	and	Short	2007).	The	array	of	modalities
in	 a	 multimodal,	 multigenre	 text	 set	 engages	 a	 broader	 spectrum	 of	 learning	 styles,
allowing	 the	 needs	 of	 all	 students	 to	 be	met,	 but	 in	 particular	 addressing	 the	 needs	 of
students	who	have	Individual	Education	Plans.	Additionally,	a	multimodal,	multigenre	text
set	 will	 naturally	 incorporate	 texts	 of	 varying	 text	 complexity,	 which	 is	 a	 key	 area	 of
attention	 in	 the	 Common	 Core	 State	 Standards.	 As	 students	 read	 multiple	 texts	 about
related	 content,	 they	build	 their	 ability	 to	 read	 texts	 on	 the	 topic	 at	 increasing	 levels	 of
complexity;	 concepts	 and	 vocabulary	 become	 more	 familiar	 with	 multiple	 exposures,
making	texts	at	higher	reading	levels	more	accessible	to	all	students.

Supporting	Vocabulary	Development
Teaching	with	text	sets	expands	students’	vocabulary	development.	The	fields	of	social

studies,	mathematics,	 and	 science	 have	 particular	 vocabulary	 associated	with	 them,	 and
vocabulary	instruction	is	one	of	the	most	important	aspects	of	developing	content	literacy.
Students	 need	 multiple	 opportunities	 to	 interact	 with	 important	 words	 and	 concepts	 in
order	 for	 those	 words	 and	 concepts	 to	 become	 a	 part	 of	 their	 working	 knowledge	 and
expressive	language.	When	teachers	have	students	read	a	variety	of	texts	on	a	topic,	view
photographs	or	works	of	art,	graph	information,	or	write	narratives	on	a	particular	event,
students	have	repeated	opportunities	to	confront	and	grapple	with	content	vocabulary	and
hear,	read,	speak,	and	write	those	words.	In	this	language-rich	environment,	students	will
develop	an	understanding	of	certain	words	through	expert	modeling	and	explaining	by	the
teacher,	 repeated	 exposure,	 and	 specific	 meaningful	 use	 (Beck,	 McKeown,	 and	 Kucan
2002;	Graves	2005),	all	of	which	are	strategies	particularly	supportive	to	English	language
learners	and	students	with	learning	difficulties.

Now	that	you	know	the	benefits	of	teaching	with	text	sets,	we	want	to	share	our	vision
of	teachers	as	curriculum	designers	to	ground	you	in	a	vision	of	teaching	with	text	sets.

Teachers	as	Curriculum	Designers
Our	vision	of	teaching	with	text	sets	places	you	in	the	driver’s	seat.	Creating	curriculum

is	a	deeply	creative	and	 intellectual	endeavor.	 It	 can	be	 fascinating,	exhilarating,	and,	at
times,	overwhelming!	It	is	certainly	messy.

Both	of	us	have	always	worked	in	elementary	and	secondary	schools	where	we	had	the
privilege	to	design	and	plan	almost	all	of	our	curriculum	and	instruction.	When	Erika	had
a	mandated	program	for	language	arts,	she	was	able	to	use	the	program	as	a	base,	which
she	extended	and	deepened	to	meet	her	expectations	of	what	her	students	needed	to	know
and	be	able	to	do.

Certainly,	 we	 had	 state	 content	 and	 skills-based	 standards	 to	 incorporate	 into	 our
planning	and	to	measure	student	learning	against,	but	there	was	no	packaged	curriculum,
product,	or	textbook	that	we	had	to	follow.	When	we	entered	the	teaching	profession,	we
were	expected	 to	craft	units	of	 study	 that	met	 the	needs	and	 interests	of	our	 students	as
well	as	the	state	standards.	Because	our	principals	and	superintendents	trusted	us	to	do	this
work,	we	threw	ourselves	passionately	into	curriculum	design	year	in	and	year	out.	It	was
a	 joyful	 and	 complex	 enterprise	 and	 also	 time	 consuming.	However,	we	 found	 that	 the



benefits	 of	 ownership	 over	 our	 curriculum	 saved	 us	 time	 in	 the	 end	 because	 we	 were
integrating	instruction	and	teaching	what	we	believed	was	most	important	for	our	students
to	learn.

Curriculum	 is	 not	 fixed,	 and	 creating	 it	 is	 not	 always	 a	 linear	 process.	 Planning	 and
designing	curriculum	is	a	constant	give-and-take	as	you	attempt	to	balance	your	goals	for
your	 students,	 the	 demands	 of	 state	 standards,	 the	 opportunities	 and	 limitations	 of	 your
school	 culture,	 the	 books	 and	materials	 that	 you	 have,	 and	 the	 new	 ones	 you	 discover.
Sometimes	you	 cannot	 find	 the	 resource	 that	 you	want	 for	 the	unit,	 and	 so	your	design
changes.	Sometimes	it	is	the	discovery	of	a	new	resource	that	changes	the	design	because
the	 resource	 provides	 such	 important	 learning	 opportunities.	 You	 will	 see	 examples	 of
both	of	 these	 instances	 in	 this	book.	 In	a	 study	of	 immigration,	 as	discussed	 in	Chapter
Six,	we	struggled	 to	 find	books	 that	 students	could	 read	 independently	and	 that	met	our
curriculum	design	 goals,	 and	 so	we	 altered	 our	 vision	 slightly.	 In	 an	 exploration	 of	 the
solar	 system,	 discussed	 in	 Chapter	 Seven,	 a	 nonfiction	 picture	 book	 was	 the	 perfect
catalyst	 for	 the	 unit,	modeling	 how	 theories	 about	 the	 solar	 system	 have	 changed	 over
time.

Finally,	curriculum	work	is	never	really	“done.”	It	is	always	a	work	in	progress,	a	labor
of	 love.	What	you	experience	with	one	group	of	students	 is	not	 the	same	experience	the
following	 year.	 You	 recalibrate	 with	 each	 group	 as	 students	 change.	 You	 discover	 new
resources,	 or	 the	 content	 itself	 changes,	 and	 you	 learn	 alongside	 your	 students,	 always
striving	to	meet	their	needs.

Now	you	may	be	reading	this	and	thinking,	“But	that	 is	not	my	world.	That	 is	not	my
school.	I	do	not	have	those	choices.”	We	realize	that	many	teachers	who	entered	the	field
in	the	past	decade	have	not	always	had	the	same	opportunities	to	design	curriculum.	We
think	you	should.	We	think	you	can.	You	are	why	we	are	writing	this	book.	We	believe	that
with	 the	 advent	 of	 the	 Common	 Core	 State	 Standards	 and	 the	 standards’	 emphasis	 on
authentic	 literacy	 practices,	 critical-thinking	 skills,	 and	 diverse	 texts,	 more	 and	 more
curriculum	can	and	should	be	designed	at	a	district	and	school	level.

Now	 that	 we	 have	 shared	 our	 vision	 of	 teachers	 as	 curriculum	 designers,	 we	 will
introduce	some	of	the	processes	that	we	will	be	sharing	with	you	throughout	the	book	so
that	you,	too,	can	learn	to	teach	or	refine	your	teaching	with	text	sets.

Our	Process	for	Teaching	with	Text	Sets
This	book	is	designed	as	a	“how	to”	manual	for	teaching	with	text	sets.	Using	examples

throughout,	 we’ll	 walk	 you	 through	 the	 processes	 that	 we	 use	 when	 we	 develop
curriculum	with	multimodal,	multigenre	texts.	These	processes	include:

1. Starting	with	content—work	with	your	curriculum	and	standards	documents	to
identify	the	content	that	you	will	teach.

2. Building	a	text	set—locate	and	 identify	high	quality	print	and	digital	 resources
related	to	your	content.

3. Organizing	texts—make	instructional	decisions	about	how	the	text	resources	you
have	identified	will	be	used	to	scaffold,	immerse,	and	extend	content	for	students.



4. Creating	and	responding	to	texts—consider	how	students	will	read	and	respond
to	 the	 texts	 in	 the	 text	 set,	what	 texts	 they	will	create,	and	how	you	will	assess
content	and	literacy	learning.

Step	One:	Starting	with	Content
The	unifying	concept,	topic,	theme,	or	question	of	a	multimodal,	multigenre	text	set	can

be	 based	 solely	 on	 language	 arts	 content	 or	 include	 one	 or	more	 content	 areas,	 such	 as
science	or	social	studies.	Content	will	drive	both	the	text	selection	and	purpose.	In	Chapter
Two,	we	walk	you	 through	a	process	 for	considering	content	covered	by	state	and	 local
standards,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 Common	 Core	 State	 Standards,	 as	 a	 starting	 point	 for	 your
curriculum	planning.

Step	Two:	Building	a	Text	Set
Once	you	have	established	which	content	 standards	you	 think	will	help	 scaffold	your

unit	of	study,	you	will	search	for	appropriate	texts	on	the	topic	in	a	wide	variety	of	genres
and	modalities.	The	kinds	of	texts	you	discover	may	help	shape	and	fine-tune	the	goals	of
your	study.	In	Chapter	Three,	we	will	share	with	you	some	of	the	best	resources	that	we
use	for	finding	and	locating	texts.

Step	Three:	Organizing	Texts	for	Instruction
Once	you	identify	texts	that	could	be	used	in	your	curriculum,	you	must	figure	out	how

to	 use	 them	 and	 decide	 which	 to	 include	 and	 which	 to	 exclude.	 The	 goals	 of	 the
curriculum	 and	 the	 needs	 of	 students	 will	 determine	 the	 role	 each	 text	 has	 for	 an
individual,	a	small	group,	or	a	whole	class.	Each	text	can	be	considered	both	on	its	own
and	in	relation	to	the	other	texts.	Depending	upon	the	unit	of	study,	one	type	of	text	may
serve	as	an	introduction	or	scaffold,	such	as	a	nonfiction	picture	book.	In	another	unit	of
study,	primary	source	artifacts	or	photos	of	those	artifacts	might	be	the	scaffold	that	builds
prior	knowledge	and	sparks	student	interest.	Other	texts	might	serve	as	a	core	portion	of
the	 unit,	 providing	 important	 content	 and	 modeling	 writing	 structures	 and	 styles	 as	 a
mentor	 text	 that	 students	 return	 to	 again	 and	 again.	 Still	 other	 texts	 might	 be	 read	 or
viewed	by	some	students	to	build	strategic	knowledge	about	subcategories	of	information
within	the	unit,	thereby	extending	their	knowledge	of	the	content.	In	Chapter	Four,	we	will
walk	you	through	several	models	for	organizing	and	arranging	texts	within	a	unit	of	study.

Step	Four:	Creating	and	Responding	to	Texts
When	exposed	to	a	broad	array	of	different	text	types	in	a	text	set,	students	develop	an

understanding	 that	writers	 shape	 their	 texts	 to	match	 their	 purposes	 for	writing	 and	 the
perceived	needs	of	 their	audiences.	This	awareness	of	 the	subjective	nature	of	 texts	and
the	wide	array	of	choices,	such	as	genre,	structure,	and	voice,	 that	an	author	must	make
when	composing	is	a	necessary	component	of	students’	own	abilities	to	produce	original
texts,	 which	 allows	 for	 synthesizing	 and	 presenting	 their	 learning	 in	 a	 content	 area,
another	 requirement	 of	 the	 Common	 Core	 State	 Standards.	 In	 Chapter	 Five,	 we	 will
discuss	some	of	 the	different	ways	 that	students	respond	to	 texts	 in	a	 text	set	and	create



their	own	texts	to	add	to	the	text	set.

Summary
This	chapter	demonstrates	how	teaching	with	text	sets	can:

• Capture	student	interest	and	cultivate	engagement

• Prompt	inquiry

• Provide	opportunities	to	read	for	multiple	perspectives

• Build	prior	knowledge	on	a	topic

• Encourage	authentic	student	writing	practices

• Differentiate	instruction	to	meet	the	literacy	needs	of	students

• Support	vocabulary	development

Reflection	Questions
1. How	 does	 the	 definition	 of	 a	 text	 set	 resonate	 with	 your	 understanding	 of	 the

kinds	of	texts	students	are	currently	reading	in	and	out	of	school?

2. What	do	you	think	are	the	most	important	benefits	of	teaching	with	text	sets	for
your	students,	particularly	your	culturally	and	linguistically	diverse	students?

3. What	are	some	of	the	ways	that	you	see	the	Common	Core	State	Standards	as	an
opportunity	to	use	authentic	texts	and	tasks	in	your	classroom?
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