
Our classrooms are made up of students with a variety of interests, 
strengths, and personalities. Some are shy while others are outspoken; 
some are afraid to take risks, while some are bold; some have been 
read to, others have never held a book. In the classroom, one of the 
challenges a teacher faces is grouping these diverse personalities in 
such a way that they will all flourish. It has been shown that small 
group instruction is more effective for students than simply doing 
whole group instruction during the entire day (Taylor, Pearson, Clark 
& Walpole, 2000). And so, how do we group students?

We know that the best literacy teachers don’t simply organize 
their instruction; they orchestrate learning within their classrooms 
(Turner, 2005). Heilman and his colleagues (2002) note that 
“Implementing reading instruction in a class requires careful 
orchestration of time, materials, and instruction to satisfy the needs 
of individual children” (p. 508). This means that teachers must be 
thoughtful and purposeful as they make grouping decisions.

Reading groups
Although there are many grouping formats that teachers may 
use for reading instruction in their classrooms, we focus on two 
primary types—homogeneous groups and heterogeneous groups. 
Homogeneous groups are formed when students of similar reading 
levels come together to read a text. The purpose of homogeneous 
reading groups is to provide explicit instruction to groups of four to 
six students at their instructional levels (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996; 
2001) and to scaffold students’ understanding of texts (Frey & Fisher 
2010). Importantly, homogeneous groups should not be static, or 
students will remain in the same reading group for the entire year 
(Fountas & Pinnell, 2001; Iaquinta, 2006). Rather, homogeneous 
groupings must be flexible and allow for individual growth and 
continued challenges.

Heterogeneous groups are formed with students of varying 
strengths, needs, and interests as readers. According to Heilman et al 
(2002), heterogeneous groups “have the potential to increase students’ 
academic engaged time and achievement by promoting active 
learning, with students talking and working together rather than 
passively listening” (p. 502).

Which grouping format is best? A primary consideration for 
making this decision is identifying the task at hand, and the question 
becomes if students should be placed in homogenous or heterogeneous 
groups to provide the best setting for the given task.

When learning and practicing a skill, students will work best 
when grouped with others of similar skill levels. Instructional levels 
are determined by observation of student strengths. Reading means 
deriving meaning from print. To that end, teachers should be aware 
if students are purely decoding or if they are using phonics and 
language skills to arrive at meaning. Teachers of emergent readers, in 
addition, should be aware if students control concepts of print, have 
letter knowledge, and can identify High Frequency Words. The best 
tool for assessing student strengths in reading is the running record.

Running records
In An Observation Survey, Marie Clay (2000) states that running 
records help teacher in

• the evaluation of text difficulty
• the grouping of children
• the acceleration of a child
• monitoring the progress of children
• observing particular difficulties in particular children.

A running record of student performance can be carried out 
with any introduced text and at any time. It consists of following 
the student’s reading by making markings, which will be used to 
analyze strengths and difficulties. The teacher jots down a tick, or 
check mark, for each word read correctly. A miscue is recorded. If a 
child corrects an error, the correction is recorded as well. A struggling 
reader should be observed frequently in order to track his or her 
progress and inform his or her instruction. On-level readers can be 
observed on a regular basis. 
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Oral Reading Assessment  Unit 3  

Name   Date   

Grade 2 Assessment A3.1 Unit 3 | Water for Everyone

My friend Rob came to visit me one winter. It  

never snows where Rob lives. He had never seen snow.

“Be sure to pack warm clothes,” I told him. Rob  

packed warm shirts and a coat.

For the first few days, Rob kept asking, “When will  

it snow?” He took his coat to school every day in  

case it snowed.

Rob and I walked home after school. One day the 

wind felt very cold. Gray clouds filled the sky.

“Look!” said Rob. “There are white flies all around.”

“Those are snowflakes,” I laughed.

The next day, we played outside. We slid down hills 

and made a snowman. Rob filled the pockets of his coat 

with snow.

“I’m going to bring some snow home with me,”  

he said.

“I hope you don’t mind getting wet when it melts,”  

I said.

Oral Reading Assessment  Unit 3  

Name   Date   
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Grade 2 Assessment A3.3 Unit 3 | Water for Everyone
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Oral reading assessments provide running records of reading progress. 
Measures are provided for accuracy, rate, and comprehension.

Orchestrating Instruction  by Lada Kratky and Jennifer D. Turner
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Classroom Management

Flexible grouping
Using running record scores and other measures, the teacher will 
create homogeneous reading groups.  Reading groups are formed to 
provide explicit instruction to a group of four to six students at their 
instructional levels. These groupings must be flexible and allow for 
individual growth and continued challenges. 

The most important and continual consideration has to be that 
groupings are flexible. Students grow at different speeds. Flexible 
groupings are essential to avoid frustration and keep kids engaged 
by keeping them appropriately challenged and meeting individual 
needs.  Running records and conferences must become part of routine 
and constant observations of each student’s growth, which will guide 
continual and necessary adjustments between groups. 

As Iaquinta (2006) observes, flexible groups “avoid the traditional 
problems of grouping, because teachers change the composition of 
groups regularly to accommodate the different learning paths of 
readers” (p. 414). In order to maintain flexibly, it is necessary to assess 
students’ strengths and needs on an ongoing basis. Thus, constant 
observation of each student’s growth, as well as periodic adjustments 
within groups, are vital in order to allow each student to advance at 
his or her own rate.

Leveled books provide opportunities for students to explore science 
and social studies content and apply reading skills and strategies at 
their individual instructional levels.

Once groups are formed, there are a variety of different 
instructional approaches that classrooms take to implement small 
group reading. Guided reading involves teacher-supported discussions 
in small groups (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996). Literature circles are 
heterogeneous, student-lead groups of four or six children who read 
the same book. They prepare for discussion by taking on particular 
role e.g. Discussion Director, Connector, Illustrator. (Daniels, 2002). 
Many other reading routines exist and can be effective once groups 
are formed. Regardless of the format used, homogeneous group 
reading is just a first step in reading. It’s also important to have 
students share and extend learning through heterogeneous group 
discussions.

After students work with texts at their level, Reach for Reading 
provides the opportunity for all students to share the knowledge 
gained about the different stories and informational texts they have 
read through heterogeneous group discussions. The “Connect Across 
Texts” part of the small group and leveled reading routines provides 
opportunities for all learners to transform facts and ideas gleaned 
from their books into knowledge, ideas, and opinions about the core 
content topics and questions that form the center of each unit.

©
 N

G
SP

 &
 H

B 

For use with TE pages SG6–SG9 Unit 3 | Amazing Places

Name   Date                            

SG3.7

 Discussion Guide 

Connect Across Texts
Share the story words with your group. Then take notes as you listen to 
each summary.

Sitti’s Secrets

Miss Rumphius

Everest: The Climb, Part 1

The Cay, Part 1

Compare and contrast the books you have read. Discuss these questions 
with your group.

1. What helps each character imagine the world? How do these 
books help readers imagine the world?

2. How does each author help you visualize each amazing place?

3. Big Question  What is similar about the settings in each book? 
What is different? What makes each of the places in these 
books amazing?

Selecting the right book
Among the many baskets of books that are made available in a 
classroom, students will find books that are easy for them, those that 
are at instructional level, and those that are difficult. It is important 
to know which books are appropriate for each learner. Fountas and 
Pinnell say, “Easy readers…allow children to focus on the meaning 
and enjoy humor and suspense. [They] give children “mileage” as 
readers and build confidence.” However, it is not enough for children 
to just read easy texts.

Instructional-level books are those that allow readers to learn 
more and progress little steps at a time. They provide practice of 
known strategies and go a step beyond, allowing for fluent reading 
and opportunities to problem solve. Hard texts will more than likely 
discourage the reader. The reading will be choppy, punctuation will 
be ignored, perhaps there will be sounding out of individual letters, 
all of which will result in little or no comprehension and the message 
that reading is difficult and frustrating.

Reach for Reading provides a large range of texts to meet the 
diverse levels of today’s heterogeneous classrooms for every one of the 

• 32 content-based decodable readers are provided in the 
primary grades

• over 100 thematically-connected trade books carefully 
selected to span across the range of below-level, on-level, and 
above-level readers

• 64 Explorer Books featuring articles from National 
Geographic Explorer magazine written at two different 
reading levels.
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Grouping for cooperative learning
Generally speaking, when involved in cooperative learning activities, 
heterogeneous groupings will engage students most effectively. These 
groups mix language abilities as well as personalities in order to 
combine talkers with non-talkers, the shy with the bold. The purpose 
of this type of grouping is to share ideas, discuss, talk, brainstorm, 
or build together. By having heterogeneous grouping, talkers become 
role models, and non-speakers slowly build up enough confidence to 
speak. These activities allow students to learn from each other as they 
work together. 

The teacher is the most informed person with regards to student 
strengths in language and participation and 
is the best person to match up different 
students for mutual benefit and growth. 
National Geographic Reach for Reading offers 
a wide range of cooperative learning 
activities. An example of such an activity is 
“Corners.” Each of the four corners of the 
classroom is assigned one aspect of a 
discussion. At their seats, students think and 
write about one of those aspects. Then they 
go to the corresponding corner to discuss their ideas. At the end, one 
student from each group shares the thoughts of the group with the 
class. 

Cooperation, discussions, listening to others’ opinions and 
sharing of ideas are behaviors that are desirable and have to be 
learned. When students work together in heterogeneous groups, those 
behaviors can be nurtured and made to develop.

Independent reading
In addition to selecting texts according to students’ reading levels, 
teachers should also select texts based on 
students’ interests and preferences. For 
example, students generally choose the 
book that they would like to read during 
independent reading time. Teachers may 
also encourage students to select topics 
of interest in science and social studies 
and support students in using a wide 
range of informational texts, which 
promotes content learning and literacy 
development (Bergoff & Egawa, 1991). 
Finally, recent research suggests that 
students respond enthusiastically to texts 
that mirror their cultural, linguistic, or ethnic backgrounds, and 
teachers should select books which are relevant to students’ lives and 
interests outside of school (Louie, 2006; Turner & Kim, 2005).

2's 4's

1's 3's

Corners

Unit 4 Independent Reading
Fiction & Nonfiction

Leveled  
Book 
Finder

Recommended Books

Level* Fiction About Growing and Changing Nonfiction About Growing and Changing

A
Carle, Eric. Do You Want to Be My Friend?  HarperCollins 

Publishers, 1987.

Wildsmith, Brian. Brian Wildsmith’s Amazing Animal Alphabet Book.  
Star Bright Books, 2008.

Blϋmchen, Gustav. Little Monkeys. National Geographic Society, 2003.

Miranda, Anne. The Little Lion. Hampton-Brown, 2001.

B
Phillips, Jacinta. My Puppy. National Geographic Society, 2006. Braidich, Shelby. Penguins. Rosen Publishing Group, Inc., 2001.

Kishel, Ann-Marie. Turtles and Hatchlings. Lerner Publishing Group,  2006.

C
Coxon, Michèle. Kitten’s Adventure. Star Bright Books, 1998. Graves, Kimberlee. See How It Grows. Creative Teaching Press, 1995.

D
Coxon, Michèle. Look Out, Lion Cub! Star Bright Books, 1998.

Ginsburg, Mirra. The Chick and the Duckling. Simon & Schuster  
Children’s Publishing, 1988.

Frost, Helen. Baby Birds. Capstone Press, 2005.

Stockdale, Susan. Carry Me! Animal Babies On the Move.  
Peachtree Publishers, 2008.  Parent’s ChoiCe award

E
Carrick, Carol. Mothers Are Like That. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2007.

Cohen, Miriam. Eggy Meggy and Peggy. Star Bright Books, 2003.

Luthardt, Kevin. Peep! Peachtree Publishers, 2003.

Saunders-Smith, Gail. Butterflies. Capstone Press, 1997.

F
Labatt, Mary. Sam Goes Next Door. Kids Can Press, 2006. Himmelman, John. A Pill Bug’s Life. Children’s Press, 1999.

Mitchell, Melanie. Snakes. Lerner Publishing Group, 2003.

G
Fox, Mem. Time for Bed. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 1997.

Kasza, Keiko. A Mother for Choco. Penguin Young Readers Group, 1996.

Driscoll, Laura. Frogs. Penguin Young Readers Group, 1998.

H
Ehlert, Lois. Top Cat. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2001.

Fleming, Denise. Time to Sleep. Henry Holt & Company, 2001.

Wallace, Karen. Born to Be a Butterfly. DK Publishing, 2010.

I
Coxon, Michèle. Charlie Finds a Stick. Star Bright Books, 2007.

Waring, Geoff. Oscar and the Frog. Candlewick Press, 2008.

Allen, Judy. Are You a Ladybug? Kingfisher, 2003.

Wallace, Karen. Wild Baby Animals. DK Publishing, 2000.

J
Benchley, Nathaniel. Oscar Otter. HarperCollins Publishers, 1980.

Bornstein, Ruth. Little Gorilla. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 1986.

Hewett, Joan. A Koala Joey Grows Up. Lerner Publishing Group, 2004.

Jenkins, Priscilla Belz. A Nest Full of Eggs. HarperCollins Publishers,  
1995.  Common Core exemPlar

K
Cauley, Lorinda. The Ugly Duckling. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 1989.

Fleming, Denise. In the Small, Small Pond. Henry Holt Books for Young  
Readers, 1998.  CaldeCott honor Book

Jacquet, Luc. The March of the Penguins. Random House, Inc., 2006.

by Jonathan Emmett 

illustrated by Rebecca Harry

  Ruby in  
Her Own Time

207
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Author Study: Jonathan Emmett
Bringing Down the Moon. Candlewick Press, 2009.

Diamond in the Snow. Candlewick Press, 2005.

No Place Like Home. Candlewick Press, 2005.
CaterpillarCC paatteerrppiillllaarrCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaatttttttttttttttttttteeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeerrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrppppppppppppppppppppppppppppppppppppppppiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiillllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaarrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr
by Nikki Grimes

 

Author Study: Nikki Grimes
It’s Raining Laughter. Boyds Mills Press, 2005.

Oh, Brother! HarperCollins Publishers, 2008.

When Gorilla Goes Walking. Orchard Books, 2007.

* as measured by the Fountas and Pinnell leveling system; see page R12 for leveling translation information

LR12 Unit 4 

LR12_96397_IR.indd   12 10/26/11   11:58 AM

What I Like to Write

©
 N

G
SP

 &
 H

B

439
Level F Assessment

Name 
 Date 

Directions: Put a    next to all the topics that you like to write about.

I like to write about:

� My family � Games / Sports � My friends

� My school � Holidays � My dreams / Feelings

� My own stories � Plants / Animals � My hobbies

What else do you like to write about? Draw a picture of it here.

AFFECTIVE & M
ETACOGNITIVE

G5_FNL_1_part_2_rev.indb   439

12/7/10   12:54:19 PM

How I Feel About Writing
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441Level F Assessment

Name  Date 

Directions: Write a    in the box to show the answer that is true for you.

yes no
NGI0XXXX

1  I like to write.

NGI0XXXX

2  I think it is important to write well.

NGI0XXXX

3  I like other people to read my writing.

NGI0XXXX

4  I wish I did not have to write so much.

NGI0XXXX

5  I think I am a good writer.

NGI0XXXX

6  My teacher wants me to write more.

NGI0XXXX

7  My family thinks I am a good writer.

NGI0XXXX

8   I like writing on a computer more than writing with 
paper and pencil.

NGI0XXXX

9  I think I need to improve my writing.

NGI0XXXX

10  I like to choose my own topics to write about.

AFFECTIVE & M
ETACOGNITIVE

RCH_G5_AMM_4pp.indd   441 12/8/10   10:48:52 AM

What I Like to Read
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Level F Assessment

Name 

 Date 

Directions: Put a    next to all the topics that you like to read about.

I like to read about:

� Animals � Art � Computers

� Games � Math / Science � Movies

� Music / Singers � Sports � Dancing

What else do you like to read about? Draw a picture of it here.
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439

� My own stories � Plants / Animals

What else do you like to write about? Draw a picture of it here.

441

  I like writing on a computer more than writing with 

 I like to choose my own topics to write about.

What I Do: Vocabulary Strategies
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Level F Assessment

Name 

 Date 
Directions: Write a    in the box to show the answer that is true for you.

When I read my school work…
always sometimes not yetI know most of the words.

I think I need to know more words.

I learn new words.

If you want to find the meaning of a word, what do you do? Circle all the pictures that show what
you do.

journey

Every year thebirds make ajourney.

I say the word out loud.
I look at the word in the sentence.

I ask someone what the word means. I look up the word in the dictionary.

AF
FE

CT
IV

E 
& 

M
ET

AC
OG

NI
TI

VE

G5_FNL_1_part_2_rev.indb   442

12/7/10   12:54:21 PM

©
 N

G
SP

 &
 H

B

Level F Assessment

NGI0XXXX

6  My teacher wants me to write more. My teacher wants me to write more.

NGI0XXXX

7  My family thinks I am a good writer. My family thinks I am a good writer.

NGI0XXXX

8   I like writing on a computer more than writing with   I like writing on a computer more than writing with 
paper and pencil.

NGI0XXXX

9  I think I need to improve my writing. I think I need to improve my writing.

NGI0XXXX

10  I like to choose my own topics to write about. I like to choose my own topics to write about.
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Sports � Dancing

What else do you like to read about? Draw a picture of it here.
How I Feel About Reading
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Level F Assessment

Name 

 Date 

Directions: Write a    in the box to show the answer that is true for you.

yes no

NGI0XXXX

1  I like to read.

NGI0XXXX

2  I like it when someone reads to me.

NGI0XXXX

3  I am not interested in most books.

NGI0XXXX

4  I have many favorite books.

NGI0XXXX

5  I think I am a good reader.

NGI0XXXX

6  My teacher wants me to read more.

NGI0XXXX

7  I like going to the library.

NGI0XXXX

8  My family reads a lot.

NGI0XXXX

9  I like watching TV more than reading.

NGI0XXXX

10  Reading is fun.
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Affective and metacognitive assessments  
are provided at NGReach.com.

Independent reading time is a time in the day for readers just to 
explore reading. Whereas leveled reading takes place in homogeneous 
groups and texts are selected primarily for their appropriate 
instructional level, independent reading can happen when students 
are grouped heterogeneously and texts are selected based on personal 
interests of the reader. Book baskets are leveled, so students can select 
easy or instructional-level texts and read to each other. In addition, 
students can explore book baskets that might contain selections to 
entice diverse interests. These might be catalogs, how-to manuals, 
magazines on motorcycles, cars or airplanes, cookbooks, or any other 
type of texts that might not otherwise be available to students. It is 
exploration time, a time readers confirm the fact that reading is fun.

Conclusion
Small group instruction has been proven to be most effective when 
teaching students of different backgrounds and strengths. In activities 
where the focus is learning a skill, such as reading, homogeneous 
groups are more efficient because they group students by ability and 
instruction is aimed at each specific ability level. Constant observation 
of student participation and progress is required for teachers to be 
informed about their students. Finally, it is important for teachers to 
remember that small group instruction is critical, but it is just one 
part of a balanced literacy program. Small group instruction provides 
opportunities for students to work closely with their peers and with 
texts, yet it should not be the only instructional feature of the literacy 
block. Participating in small instructional groups, as well as accessing 
literacy events within the whole community (e.g., read alouds, 
shared writing experiences) and opportunities to read independently, 
enhance children’s development as critical readers, writers, talkers, 
and thinkers.

For research citations see page R27.
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