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ñIRW is not óreading to 

writeô or ówriting to read.ô 

It is a pedagogical      

approach that can be 

applied to any curricular 

choice.ò 
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Integrated Reading and Writing: 

Itôs a whole new accelerated animal! 
     Developmental English is in the process of radical curriculum change in Texas as 

state mandates transform separate, upper level Developmental Reading and Writing 

courses into one Integrated Reading and Writing course.  Instructors who have  

embraced this change, piloted, and scaled the course have taken the opportunity to 

rethink their disciplines, consider learning theory, and transform how they guide 

students into college level literacy.  After all, there is no way to cram two courses 

into one!  Instead, instructors must integrate reading and writing skills every class 

day, challenging students to read critically and actively, analyze structure, write 

thoughtfully, and analyze, edit, and revise their own writing to the college level.   

     This document is designed to be a resource for instructors who were unable to 

attend regional workshops hosted in 2013 - 2014 by the Texas Higher Education     

Coordinating Board, which were presented by Cengage Learningôs Team-UP cadre 

of Professional Educators and Faculty Advisors, most of whom are our colleagues in 

community colleges and universities across the nation.  The goal of this Texas 

Toolbox: IRW is to scale up the wisdom of practitioners, inspire instructors to try 

new ideas, share resources for further study and implementation, and improve the 

quality of Developmental English in Texas.       - Editor 
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IRW Course Map: One Theme 

      Many instructors enjoy teaching Integrated Reading and Writing using one 

over-arching theme for all the reading selections and writing assignments.  Dr. 

Norm Stahl, Professor and Chair Emeritus at Northern Illinois University and past 

President of CRLA, advocates for this approach since students develop and    

expand schema, which is a mental, organized understanding and classification of         

experiences and knowledge related to a topic.  When a student builds schema, 

learning new material becomes easier to understand, to read, and to write about.  

Integrating knowledge from various sources with new knowledge becomes easier 

and more fluid.  In a sense, the initially presented texts and generated             

compositions on a theme serve as a scaffold for a new text that is encountered 

and additional writing assignments at each stage of the course. 

     In this approach, instructors begin with a challenging, high interest reading on 

the topic.  Through the semester, readings on the same topic may be from another 

perspective, another time period, and/or another mode such as narratives, case 

studies, arguments, non-fiction analysis, and poetry.  Over time, students acquire 

active reading and learning strategies, and they learn to summarize and respond 

to their reading both orally and in writing at higher levels of cognitive processing in 

their own theme oriented writing and associated language arts assignments. 

     This model evolved from David Bartholomae and Tony Petroskyôs Basic   

Reading and Writing Course at  the University of  Pittsburgh.  It is also informed by 

Hilda Tabaôs Spiral Curriculum, James Moffettôs Universe of Discourse, Lev 

Vygotskyôs Thought and Language and Jerome Brunerôs Man: A Course of 

Study model.    Some ideas for course themes include:   The American Dream   

*   Animals   *   Education Experience   *   Relationships   *   Coming of Age   *   

Climate Change   *   Texas   *   Heroes   *   Immigration * Homeland Security  cur-

riculum found at: http://www.scalinginnovation.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/Chabot

-Accelerated-English-Synthesis.pdf 

IRW Course 
Map:        
Two or More 
Themes 
     Some instructors fear that stu-

dents will get bored reading about 

the same theme through the    

semester.  To accommodate the 

wide variety of student interests, 

they divide the semester into two, 

three or four units that have     

separate themes.  Schema builds 

within each theme, and skills are 

applied to the next unit.  Reading 

and writing skills are refined as the 

units become more challenging.  

This has the advantages of being 

flexible and the ability to           

incorporate something topical each 

semester without having to revamp 

the whole course. 

To group or not to group?    

 
  Collaborative learning is a powerful 
tool to build a community of practice, 
support learning, and provide no-fail 
practice opportunities.  As students 
work in different groups over the se-
mester, they learn teamwork skills that 
employers value.  In groups, students 
can . . .  
 
*  Review homework * construct a plan, 
project, or poster * compete in a    
content review game  *  read and  
respond to a selection  *  discuss   
unfamiliar vocabulary  * practice   
grammar or sentence patterns  *    
create a simulation, video, lyrics, or 
PowerPoint  *  analyze a reading   
selection * revise a writing selection * 
play  or build a game related to the 
topic * group quiz * brainstorm * 

Dr. Stahl likens the ñOne Theme Course Mapò to a strand of DNA.  Each outside loop 
represents a different reading on the same topic.  Because students develop schema 
and topic-specific vocabulary throughout the semester, they can more easily bridge 
between readings and transfer  reading and writing skills to the next selection,      
project, or assignment. 

Choose Your Adventure! 
Four Conceptual Options for Your IRW Course 

http://www.scalinginnovation.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/Chabot-Accelerated-English-Synthesis.pdf
http://www.scalinginnovation.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/Chabot-Accelerated-English-Synthesis.pdf


IRW Course Map:   

Disciplinary 

Literacy 

     Another way to structure 
an IRW course is to         
incorporate texts from many 
different disciplines from the 
beginning, thus building   
disciplinary literacy.  Dr. Jodi 
Patrick Holschuh, Texas 
State University, says that 
this approach to instruction  
identifies the reading and 
writing distinctions among 
the disciplines and creates 
instruction to help students 
successfully negotiate those 
unique literacy demands  
(Shanahan & Shanahan, 
2012). Disciplinary literacy 
tasks allow students to   
experience rigor and        
cognitively demanding work 
in a supportive environment.  

ñEmbedding DL routines and 
relevant, challenging tasks 
into lessons are fundamental 
components of making   
equity and excellence     
attainable for every          
studentò  (McConachie & 
Apodaca, 2009, p.166).  

For example, when reading 
history texts, students learn 
to engage using historical 
approaches--sourcing,    
context, and collaboration--
to evaluate both within and 
across text. Their writing 
tasks stem from the        
readings by negotiating and 
creating arguments based 
upon the text. Students learn 
to pull out the most          
important information in 
each text, summarize and 
synthesize across text, and 
write in a genre appropriate 
for the task, purpose, and 
audience.  

     Benefits of this type of 
course design are that      
students develop and adapt 
reading and writing          
strategies that apply beyond 
the DE classroom to college 
and professional careers. 

Students work in 
small groups to 
analyze sentence 
structures. 

IRW Course Map:  
Pedagogical   
Umbrella 
     Another way to structure an IRW course is 

under a pedagogical umbrella. The resulting 

course map is a blended curriculum that may 

be compared to a ladder.  The rails represent 

the reading and writing skills that develop 

through the semester.  The rungs, or steps, 

represent a variety of reading selections with integrated writing assignments.   

According to Dr. Leta Deithloff, University of Texas-Austin, at the beginning of the 

semester, related, high interest topics engage students in short, positive, low 

stakes reading and writing skill development.  Some instructors also introduce a 

novel with assignments that flow concurrently.  Later in the semester, more     

challenging reading and writing assignments allow students to apply and adapt 

their skills in a variety of genres, subjects and learning tasks. 

     Each reading selection is summarized, but it is also analyzed for audience, 

purpose, tone, style, and structure.  Dr. Donna Willingham, Lone Star College-

Tomball, uses a direct instructional strategy with this course model that includes 

modeling the thinking processes.  In addition to the structure and content analysis, 

Willingham uses the readings to analyze and model sentence structure, grammar, 

and vocabulary.  Practice is done in pairs or small groups in class so that        

comprehension and skill can be monitored and re-teaching or elaboration can be 

done.  Individual practice can be assigned outside of class or in the lab.   

     For example, after the content and structure of readings have been analyzed, 

Latoya Hardmanôs students at Lone Star College-Tomball compile a  ñGreat        

Sentences Collectionò through the semester. Students copy interesting sentences, 

use them for in-class discussion and practice, and use them as models when   

revising their own writing assignments.  They capture their original writing in their 

collection as well.  Instructors have the option of collecting the project at the end of 

the semester for a grade.  A great resource for this assignment is Image      

Grammar: Using Grammatical Structures To Teach  Writing, by Harry Noden, 

Heinemann, 1999. 

      



IRW in the College Classroom 
-Eric J. Paulson & Elizabeth Threadgill  -  Texas State University 

 

     As part of the Developmental Education/Texas Success Initiative to improve the success 
of Texasôs students who are underprepared, integrated reading and writing (IRW) offers   
several obvious benefits: (a) acceleration, (b) contextualization, and (c) holistic instructional 
and learning opportunities. However, the necessity of flexibility in designing IRW courses,         
programs, and curriculum in order to suit the needs of individual institutions and students 
leaves many wondering, ñWhat should IRW look like?ò This brief article for the Texas Toolbox 
provides practical best practices for integrating reading and writing for a course structure 
within a holistic framework.  

     A holistic approach foregrounds the interconnected nature of reading and writing process-
es and works to make these connections explicit for instructional purposes. This approach 
involves continuous reading of and writing on a wide variety of texts throughout the instruc-
tional period, both on a daily basis and on an overall course term scale. There are specific 
and deliberate ways to achieve this within a course, and it is easy to find copious amounts of 
ñMonday morning lessonsò in this area. However, truly integrating reading and writing in a 
way that will strengthen studentsô proficiencies in both reading and writing involves more than 
following a syllabus that may work for other instructors. It begins with understanding the    
purposes of such an approach.   

 

Defining Integrated Reading and Writing:    Reading and Writing as Connected Meaning-Making Processes 

     To define IRW, it is useful to move away from a default perspective of reading and writing which assumes that ñwriting is 
productive, reading is receptiveò and toward a perspective that views both reading and writing as meaning-making           
processes. Thinking about reading processes through common writing processes is one way to discover that relationship. 
For example, many instructors and students will explain that when we write, we use the process of revision constantly. We 
begin a draft, we erase some of what weôve written in order to make it more coherent and clear to our audience, change 
some wording, and elaborate, among other forms of revision. While that process is well-understood in terms of writing, it is 
also true that a similar process takes place during reading; that is, we also revise when we read.  

     For example, think about a time that you read a story with a twist at the end which caused you to rethink some of your 
interpretations of earlier parts of the text. When that happens, you are revising your reading. With writing, revision is obvious 
because we can see the physical evidence of that revision: changes to our draft. With reading, it is not as obvious, because 
the revisions take place in our head instead of on a piece of paper or computer screen. But, it is still a revising process. The 
point is that both writing and reading are active processes, with real process links that connect the two. As instructors, we 
need to make those connections explicit for our students. The take-away strategies here are that everything done in class 

should have a reading action and a writing action, and that students 
should have the opportunity to view all texts from the perspective of a 
reader and a writer. 

 

Approaches to Incorporating IRW in the Classroom 

     In general, Integrated Reading & Writing approaches to postsecond-
ary literacy instruction foreground the importance of metacognitive reflec-
tion with recursive curricula that views all classroom activity as involving 
continuous reading and writing on all the texts available to and produced 
by students in the class. On the following pages, the core elements of 
these approaches are described.  They vary in scale and are included 
here to inform your decisions about your overall curriculum framework. 



IRW Classroom Approaches at a Glance 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Core Element Approach Defined Application 

Course Theme 

One theme (for example, human psy-
chology, multiculturalism in U.S. institu-
tions, or adaptations of a piece of litera-
ture) provides a course focus and 
guides the creation of all reading and 
writing assignments for the term. 

Ideally, the course theme should be      
general enough that students can relate to 
the topic and specific enough to allow dif-
ferent types of readings and writing assign-
ments focused on that topic (for example,       
scientific, business, and creative). 

 

Discussion 

Course themes are powerful tools for linking reading and writing in authentic ways. The 
course theme can be virtually any topic or issue that is open for discussion and has  
textual resources the class can draw from. Themes should be general enough that   
students have some life experiences that relate to the theme, but not so general that it  
becomes impossible to meaningfully focus readings and discussions on that theme 
throughout the course. Course text choices revolve around the theme, as do course 
discussions and writing assignments. The theme gives a reason and purpose to the 
class discussions, along with the language to use when reading and writing in the class. 
Centering the course around a theme helps to keep the course activities from being  
perceived by students  as a set of discrete skills introduced out of context. 

  

Recursive  
Reading-Writing    

Activities 

Approach Defined Application 

Recursive activities allow students to 
view ideas through multiple lenses: 
reading and writing about a topic in sev-
eral ways, evaluating both an authorôs 
and their own ideas about the topic, 
responding to peersô ideas about the 
topic, etc. 

 

Recursive reading and writing activities 
happen most naturally in a course with a 
centralized theme. Additionally, using   
student authored texts as course texts  
promotes the recursive and continuous 
nature of reading and writing. 

Discussion 

A recursive curricular process means that each text that students are exposed to and 
each writing assignment that students do is used again in some form in another assign-
ment. For example, students read a text and debate on that text, then write about the 
text through a different lens later. Or students may use course writings that were       
authored by their classmates earlier in the course as source texts for their own          
subsequent class assignments. In a safe and supportive classroom environment, using 
studentsô writing as source texts that other students read for their own subsequent    
writing assignments creates an authentic writing environment with a real audience and 
genuine purpose (rhetorical strategies). Because the course is centered on a central 
theme (see above), reading and writing take place within a shared context and are 
linked through that course theme. 

  



IRW Classroom Approaches at a Glance (Continued) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Continuous 
Reading-Writing 
Activities at 

Many Levels 

Approach Defined Application 

Continuous reading and writing        
activities promote the idea that as   
readers and writers, we can learn at 
many different levels from the texts we 
create and consume (grammar, vocabu-
lary, style, ideas, etc.) and that it is  
crucial to allow students time and space 
to form a variety of experiences with 
text. 

 

Sample activities include journaling about 
the idea and the writing style or             
argumentative strategies in a text and  
creating a cloze activity from a course text 
to consider grammar, punctuation, and 
vocabulary choices. 

Discussion 

The recursive nature of IRW promotes the use and reuse of published texts and        
student-authored texts to reinforce the connected processes of reading and writing 
through different lenses. However, there is also a great deal of reading and writing    
surrounding each of those major texts at both local and global text levels. This ongoing 
combination of reading and writing that permeates all assignments at various levels is 
the essence of an integrated approach. For example, reading a chapter from a course 
novel often culminates in discussions of that chapter, and typical writing outcomes could 
include journal entries that provide students with a route to responding to the text, a way 
to focus on the mechanics of writing in the text in a safer informal way, and an           
opportunity to work on a variety of other aspects of reading and writing (from the whole 
text level down to the word level). In an integrated reading and writing context, it is    
important to incorporate writing goals that include not just response but also increasing 
writing proficiencies. This can take the shape of writing within a text; for example,      
creating a cloze activity from the text itself that focuses on an aspect of grammar or  
vocabulary and how it can change the tone of a sentence. 

  

Taking the 
Reader & Writer 

Perspective 

Approach Defined Application 

Taking the perspective of both the  
reader and writer means using texts 
(including student texts) for various  
purposes (to learn content, to evaluate 
ideas, to present ideas, to evaluate 
presentation, to consider audience) and 
in general to construct meaning through 
texts. 

 

This is an opportunity to focus on rhetorical 
strategies in the classroom through      
metacognitive activities like checklists, 
think-alouds, and discussion. Students can 
identify audience, purpose, situation, and 
style/discourse choices for their own and 
othersô writing, and for texts they are    
navigating. 

Discussion 

Throughout an integrated reading and writing course, all the texts should be viewed from 
the perspective of a reader and from the perspective of a writer. What this means is that 
the students arenôt just working on comprehension of course texts but are working on 
joining the conversation with course texts (published and student-created). And the   
studentsô own texts that they are writing are viewed not just as drafts, but also as source 
texts for other purposes in the class. All texts are used more than one time for more than 
one purpose. Additionally, all texts (those that students are reading and those that    
students are writing) have rhetorical connections: audience, purpose, situation, and 
style/discourse. 

  



IRW Classroom Approaches at a Glance (Continued) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Peer Review 

Approach Defined Application 

Peer reviewðin which students       
respond to their classmatesô written 
draftsðallows students to participate in 
activities that make the most out of  
student-created texts and allows      
students to take the perspective of both 
the reader and the writer. 

 

Peer reviews can be conducted in pairs, 
small groups, or even entire-class       
workshops in which the class receives  
student texts in advance and spends 10-20 
minutes talking about each text in class. 

Discussion 

It is important to include students in the formative assessment of their own and their 
classmatesô work for a variety of reasons. One important reason involves the IRW    
component of recursive curriculum (see description above): incorporating peer review as 
a regular part of the course involves continuous ñlooping backò to work on in-progress 
assignments in order to improve studentsô writing proficiencies. Another reason involves 
the IRW component of viewing all texts from a readerôs perspective and a writerôs     
perspective: when students view their writing not just as something they are working on 
but also as something that a classmate can read, gain knowledge from, and respond to, 
a strong element of authorial identity is born. In addition, students can make substantial 
gains in their own writing proficiency by providing feedback to other writers. 

  

Summary  

Writing 

Approach Defined Application 

In summary writing, students are both 
practicing reading and writing a text for 
a particular audience (someone who 
hasnôt read the text); this involves iden-
tifying main ideas in thesis statements 
and topic sentences, support in the form 
of examples and explanation, style, and 
more. 

 

While summary writing is typically thought 
of as an isolated activity, it doesnôt have to 
be. Students can work to summarize in 
groups and can revise each othersô      
summaries. Summary writing is an       
important way to make student texts a cen-
tral part of the course. 

Discussion 

Summarizing text is a key reading strategy and has a solid evidence-based foundation. 
Students must locate central themes in a text, identify key support for those themes, and 
be able to explain those overriding textual ideas in a concise format. As noted above, 
while this strategy has primarily been associated with reading approaches, it lends itself 
well to an integrated reading and writing approach in that practicing identifying central 
themes and key support helps students to learn where to look for them, in other words, 
to learn commonly used writing structures in different fields and situations. Once       
students have experience in these structures, they can become more efficient readers 
and writers in different discourses. 

  



IRW Classroom Approaches at a Glance (Continued) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Best Practical Advice We Can Offer 

 

     As Paulson discussed in his TxCRLA webinar on IRW (http://tinyurl.com/kphhchx and www.TheTexasNetwork.com, 
search for ñTxCRLAò ), a key aspect of forming IRW instruction includes considering how every strategy canðand shouldð
be used as a writing tool and as a reading tool. One way to think about this is that every reading instructor and every writing 
instructor usually has a favorite strategy or activity that s/he has used successfully in his/her own reading or writing class. 
The idea here is not to think about building a repertoire of integrated reading and writing strategies from scratch, but rather to 

turn your favorite reading strategy into a writing strategy 
and your favorite writing activity into a reading activity.  

     With faculty work groups, you might ask yourself and 
your colleagues about the reading and writing strategies 
you already use in class. After you identify those, consider 
with your colleagues how you could use those same   
reading class strategies in a writing class and vice-versa.    
Focus on how those writing strategies and reading       
strategies can contribute to your studentsô understandings 
of how reading and writing work together to increase    
academic literacy proficiencies and how students can 
adapt those strategies to be used as tools in future       
classes.  

 

-Dr. Eric Paulson and  Elizabeth Threadgill  - Texas State 
University 

Dr. Paulson has provided a great deal of professional   
development related to IRW.  Co-author Elizabeth    
Threadgill is completing her doctoral studies. 

Metacognition 

Approach Defined Application 

Metacognition involves considering how 
and why reading and writing strategies 
work and why we employ them, and, in 
general, being able to talk about the 
processes involved and how our      
strategies are progressing. 

 

Think-alouds, journaling, rubrics, and        
in-depth discussion of texts lend         
themselves to integrated metacognitive 
activities. 

Discussion 

An important part of adopting an IRW approach to instruction is taking a metacognitive 
approach with students in all aspects of the class. In general, metacognition, or thinking 
about thinking, involves monitoring how our reading and writing is progressing and being 
able to talk about the processes involved. More specifically, metacognition involves  
considering not only writing activities or reading strategies but also how and why those 
strategies work, why we employ them, and when we should use them.  Students need to 
be aware of the reading and writing processes they are engaged in: it is crucial to make 
the relationship and connections between reading and writing explicit by discussing the 
activities in the course and the role they play in building reading and writing                
proficiencies. 

  

http://tinyurl.com/kphhchx


Accelerated Learning: 

Brain-Friendly Framework for Student-
Centered Instruction 
When a colleague, Pamela Womack, showed me her student success rates of 
over 85%, she had my attention.  That was the day I discovered Accelerated 
Learning (AL).  AL is not ñturbo education,ò but a framework for teaching that is 
active, collaborative, and highly effective.  Those familiar with educational theory 
and neurobiological research will instantly recognize that AL is a practical way to    
infuse researched practices into every class day.  Best of all, students are       
engaged, motivated, and learning!   ïSharon T. Miller, Lone Star College 

What are the things that make learning easier for my students?  What strategies 
can I use to make learning easier, more meaningful, and deeply lasting?  These 
important questions are the starting point for designing an AL day, unit, or course.  
After all, although each student is responsible for mastering skills, attitudes, and 
competencies, the instructorôs responsibility is to shape a rich instructional       
experience and guide learners into that mastery.  

Five pillars of AL permeate all aspects of instruction.  The first pillar is playful  
discovery and experimentation because these activities engage the senses, 
focus attention, surface prior knowledge, and empower new ways of thinking 
about the topic and the studentôs ability to learn it.  The next is state                
management, paying careful attention to the mental, emotional, and physical 
states of learners in order to maintain an optimal state for learning.  The third pillar 
is an interaction rich environment.  Collaboration between diverse pairs, small 
groups, the instructor, and a lively, colorful environment results in a rich           
community of practice.  The fourth pillar is the arts.  Incorporating or participating 
in music, story, creative movement, and the like holistically engages students at 
deep levels and makes learning memorable.  The fifth pillar is suggestion /        
de-suggestion.  Lessons should ñde-suggestò studentsô limiting beliefs about the 
topic and about themselves and suggest possibilities, exploration of new ways of 
thinking, and critical thinking.  The sixth pillar is reflective practice.  Reflection 
enables students to notice essential elements and processes and what they 
mean.  It helps them to recognize potential limiting beliefs and test and expand 
their thinking about themselves and the topic.  The seventh pillar is the facilitator, 
the instructor.  How faculty think about themselves, their subject, and their      
learners powerfully impacts the quality of the instruction and how students view 
themselves. 

Pillars of ALPillars of ALPillars of AL   
ß Playful Discovery and       

Experimentation 

ß State Management 

ß Interaction Rich                

Environment 

ß Suggestion & De-

suggestion 

ß The Arts 

ß Reflective Practice 

ß Facilitator / Instructor 

ACCELERATED LEARNING  
IN ACTION: 

Students practiced arguing their  
positions on a variety of controversial 
topics in a ñbody sortò activity, which 
was used as a discovery phase  
strategy.  After discussion, students 
classified their points as a definition, 
expert opinion, personal experience, 
etc., and they discussed which  
supporting points were most effective 
at getting students to change  
positions (Elaboration).  They read 
and analyzed several arguments, and 
they followed up by selecting one 
argument to edit and revise  with  
additional support (Assimilation).  
Next, students selected their own 
topics and drafted, wrote, edited,  
received feedback, and revised  an  
essay (Implementation).  Finally, they 
participated in a group activity to  
debrief the process and to share the 
learning (Integration).  

A fun game related to the homework helps students transition to the  
lesson and connect to their community of practice. 


