Teaching with Purpose (in the Classroom and at a Distance)
Create Opportunities for Authentic Reading and Writing
Inquiry projects and independent reading are proven ways to increase student investment in their own learning. In
remote and blended learning environments, it is critical that we provide students opportunities to be the drivers of their
own learning, and to solve real-world problems.

READ REAL-WORLD MENTOR TEXTS

INFUSE READING AND WRITING THROUGHOUT
ALL ACTIVITIES

Whether students are crafting inquiry projects, personal
narratives, poetry, or fiction, they need to be immersed in
quality mentor texts. These are models that students can read
and analyze, and then use as examples for their own writing.

Writing, in all modalities, is a creative process. Students need
space and time to read and to write. Build habits and routines
during instructional time—whether it is in online, blended,
or traditional learning spaces—where students can gain the
momentum they need to read and write for themselves first.
Learn to experiment and play with language.

Try this: Expose students to mentor texts that include
investigative journalism, proposals for community projects,
Public Service Announcements (PSAs), letters to the editor,
editorials, poetry, narratives, and fiction. Read these mentor
texts not only for what is said, but also for how the messages
are crafted. The New York Times has a collection of mentor
texts that are a great place to begin.

Try this: While it may feel awkward at first, have periods of
“radio silence” during a video conference call for reading and
writing, and facilitate meaningful space for reflection. Also, at
the beginning of a virtual class session, read a poem or play a
video from YouTube of a poet performing their work.

MODEL INQUIRY

Try These to Encourage Independent Writing:

Students have to start with thoughtful questions when they are
building inquiry projects. Often, students try to ask research
questions that can easily be answered with a Google search.
Instead, help students by asking them, “What questions do you
have that a simple web search alone can’t answer?” (Murchie,
2020). Use think-alouds to model how you came to a question
you wanted to answer or problem you wanted to solve.

• Memory Combing: In 60 seconds, write a list of
memories that you often talk about. Choose one and
write about it.
• Photo Gallery or Camera Roll for Ekphrastic Inspiration:
Choose the seventh (or third, or fifteenth!) picture on
your phone and write a story or poem about it.

Try this: Have students investigate a mentor text and consider
how the author wrote it. What kinds of questions were those
writers asking? What problems did they want to solve?

• Two Truths and a Lie: Write in a genre of your choice that
includes two truths about yourself and one lie.
• Seriously?: Write down three things humans do that
confuse you. Write about one in a genre of your choice.

HONOR STUDENT CHOICE AND VOICE

• “If I could spend the day with you, we would…” Finish this
sentence and see where your writing takes you.

Student choice increases buy-in, responsibility, and positive
outcomes. Teachers can curate reading, inquiry, and writing
ideas, but true engagement comes when students can
follow their own paths. Encourage student voices through
discussions, collaborative activities, sharing out project ideas,
crowd-sourcing topics or writing suggestions, and giving and
receiving thoughtful feedback. Encourage students’ voices in
their writing and allow students to express themselves and
what really matters to them. Dry, formulaic writing hinders
engagement and teaches students that their voices don’t
matter.

CREATE A REFLECTIVE WRITING ROUTINE FOR
AN ENTIRE TERM

As schools explore blended models of instruction, we are seeing that some students may be in the classroom, while others participate
concurrently online via video conference. This presents unique challenges and opportunities to fully engage all students. We want to
note a couple of overarching considerations, plus some tips for engaging students who may be in different locations.
• First, as noted earlier in this guide, use a “backchannel” for shared dialogue. Create real-time backchannel text-based discussions
using YoTeach, the Q&A Feature in Google Slides, or by using the Google Classroom’s “Question” feature, in order for all students to
be able to participate regardless of their physical location.
• Recognize that different students will have various reasons for wanting to remain off-camera when on a video call; honor their
needs. Create protocols for real-time and anytime learning, inviting students who are in the classroom to join in collaborative tasks
with students joining remotely.

TIPS TO ENGAGE ALL STUDENTS

• Try this: Ask students in the physical classroom to join the video call (muting microphones, turning volume
down) so they can see and acknowledge their classmates. Also, use the polling feature on Zoom, Pear Deck,
or Google Forms to ask a quick question and gauge student understanding.

• Try this: Create book clubs or writing groups with both remote and face-to-face students. Use Google Docs
to help students share reading responses or offer comments on others’ writing.
• Try this: For breakout rooms, purposeful (or random) groupings are sometimes appropriate. At other times,
offer choices to meet students’ needs. For instance:
» Use breakout rooms for variations of the “Think, Pair, Share” or “Turn and Talk” response strategies.
» Utilize a “1, 2, 3” concept. Students can hold up fingers (or type a number) to indicate a room preference. One model could be:
1. “All set, just need to get to work”
2. “Almost ready, just a few quick questions”
3. “Feeling stuck and I need help getting started”
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A NORTON QUICK REFERENCE GUIDE

The National Council of Teachers of English has described literacy in our digital age as “interconnected, dynamic, and malleable”
and “inextricably linked with histories, narratives, life possibilities, and social trajectories.”1 Yet while our definitions of what it
means to be “literate” continue to evolve in the first decades of the twenty-first century, the teaching of reading and writing,
listening and speaking, viewing and visually representing—broadly, the teaching of “English”—has remained relatively
consistent. The current need to expand remote teaching and learning presents unique requirements and opportunities to center
student choice and voice in the English curriculum.

1National Council of Teachers of English. (2019). “Definition of Literacy in a Digital Age.” Available: https://ncte.org/statement/nctes-definition-literacy-digital-age/
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Facilitate Video Class Sessions

As with all teaching—no matter the group size or length of the session—facilitating video classes requires intentional planning. Teachers need
to make purposeful decisions before, during, and after a class, maximizing students’ time and attention. Breakout rooms are helpful for this.
Interactive lectures using tools like Nearpod or Pear Deck can be helpful for facilitating student feedback and deepening their thinking.

Before the video class session

E D U C AT I O N

Norton Books in Education publishes authoritative content on current trends and practices from leading
voices in the field. Norton’s books, QRGs, and blog posts (at K–12Talk.com) bridge theory and practice for
busy educators. Visit us at wwnorton.com/education.
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CREATE COMMUNITY

In this guide we offer a few strategies that have worked for us, and suggest a few of our favorite tools and teaching techniques
for remote English learning. A full list of these tools, with links, can be found at http://bit.ly/Teaching-English-Distance.
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BUILD RELATIONSHIPS

Even though some models of hybrid and online learning existed prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the spring of 2020 ushered in
an era of “emergency remote teaching” that forced millions of educators and over a billion students around the world to move
online. Like so many of you, we (the authors of this guide) redoubled our efforts to engage our students in remote learning, both
synchronously during video class sessions, and asynchronously through screencast recordings, games, and other activities.

It is important for students and teachers to reflect on their
literacy identities, histories, and growth. It is through
reflecting on where we’ve been that we can determine where
we would like to go as readers and writers.

Try this: On Day 1: Write about literacy experiences,
challenges, sparks, and goals. At the midterm: Submit a
written piece of students’ own choice, reflect on independent
reading, and examine moments of growth. At the end of term:
Submit a second written piece, reflect a second choice of
independent reading, and compare moments of new growth
to those previously explored.

Teaching English
from a Distance

INSIDE

Rethinking the Teaching of English in an Era of
Remote Learning

• Try this: Since microphones can be finicky, ask a notetaker to type questions from the physical classroom into
the backchannel chat or shared document.
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STRATEGIES FOR
DISTANCE
LEARNING

Create a space for interaction and
“backchannel” communication. Ensure that
students have been introduced to the tools
well ahead of time so they can adequately
participate during the class session.
Try this: Prepare to use the chat in a video
conference as a backchannel, or create
a shared Google Doc for collaborative
notetaking. Also, teachers may choose to
use a website like YoTeach to set up a private
backchannel chat that can stretch across
multiple class sessions.

During the video class session

Review video conference etiquette and
protocols. Discuss when you would want
students to have their video cameras on
(if they are willing and able), to engage in
conversation.

Try this: Use structures that support
dialogue and interaction. For instance, the
National School Reform Faculty has dozens
of discussion protocols that can be used to
provide a framework for conversation. Also,
use a tool like Flippity’s “random name picker”
to choose student names and cue them for
their turn to speak.

After the video class session

In a timely manner, follow up with students
with immediate action steps.

Try this: Share an announcement and include
links to the backchannel or note-taking
document, as
well as any
assignments. Also,
if the session
was recorded for
students who
could not attend,
share the link.
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