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Abstract 

The most common reason for a person to partake in reading and writing is enjoyment 

which also provides intrinsic motivation. Students who have intrinsic motivation are more likely 

to be engaged and interact deeply in the literacy activity, which has shown to increase 

comprehension and higher reading achievement.  Intrinsic motivation and engagement are vital 

in creating life-long readers and writers. Engaged literacy activities are both a goal of instruction 

and a pathway to achieve success. The purpose of this research project was to study the effects of 

engagement strategies and the use of social justice literature on literacy development. This study 

took place at a public Montessori school located in the Midwest. There was a total of twelve 

students which consisted of first and second graders aged six through eight years old. Over the 

span of the twelve-week study, the engagement strategies of experiential learning, interactive 

read-aloud, and interactive writing were implemented. Student behaviors, knowledge, and skills 

were assessed to place students on the Reading Developmental Continuum through observation 

and miscue analysis before and after the strategies were implemented to determine literacy 

growth in engagement, comprehension, and language-to-print connections. The results indicated 

growth in all three reading components. It also revealed an increase in students’ social justice 

awareness and sense of agency.  This suggests that engagement strategies rooted in rich 

meaningful literature positively impact students’ literacy development.  

 

Key Words: engagement, experiential learning, interactive read-aloud, interactive 

writing, developmental continuum, literacy development, social justice literature 
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Literature Review  

Literacy Motivation and Engagement  

Behind every literacy event a student partakes in, or doesn’t partake in, there is a reason 

for doing so. The most popular reason for recreational reading and writing is for enjoyment; 

otherwise known as intrinsic motivation.  Research has shown that intrinsic motivation is 

positively correlated with reading achievement, whereas extrinsic motivation is not (Guthrie & 

Coddington, 2009). Wigfield and Guthrie (1997) revealed that students who are intrinsically 

motivated spend 300% more time reading than students who have lower intrinsic motivation. 

“Compared to 10 other motivations, intrinsic motivation for reading was most highly associated 

with whether or not students read widely and frequently on their own accord” (McRae & 

Guthrie, 2013, p. 1). When students are intrinsically motivated to read, they interact deeply with 

the text, practicing reading strategies and gaining knowledge. Motivated students demonstrate 

better reading comprehension and higher reading achievement (Barber & Klauda, 2020). 

Reading motivation refers to personal goals, values, and beliefs about the topics, 

processes, and outcomes of reading while reading engagement refers to the involvement in 

reading through behavior, emotion, or cognition. Research has shown,  

When students set reading goals, value reading, and believe in themselves as readers, 

they more willingly and fully engage in reading activities. In turn, consistent, active 

reading engagement helps individuals build the varied cognitive processes requisite to 

deep reading comprehension. (Barber & Klauda, 2020, p. 28)  
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The National Assessment of Educational Progress discovered that the indicator of engaged 

reading and reading comprehension achievement was higher than any other demographic 

characteristics for nine-year-old children in 1998 (Guthrie, 2004). Engaged reading has shown to 

overcome barriers to reading achievement including income, parental education, and gender 

(Guthrie, 2004). Engaged reading is both a goal of instruction and a pathway to achieve success.   

Supporting Intrinsic Motivation to Increase Engagement 

 Motivation, engagement, and achievement are interdependent; all must be supported in 

school. To strengthen reading comprehension instructional attention must be placed not only on 

comprehension processes, but also on intrinsic motivation and engagement processes that drive 

students’ will to create meaning from texts (Barber & Klauda, 2020). Five practices that support 

intrinsic motivation include relevance, ownership, self-efficacy, collaboration, and mastery 

goals.  

One practice to support intrinsic motivation in students is to assure relevance of the 

materials and activities to their lives.  To ensure relevance, texts and activities should be linked 

to experiences, hands-on activities, and students’ interests, backgrounds, and needs. When 

literacy materials and activities are integrated and based on the students’ reality and experiences, 

they will be purposeful and meaningful to the students and the students are more likely to 

become intrinsically motivated and engaged readers (Phinney & Ward, 2016). Relevant activities 

give students a reason to initiate and persist with literacy tasks (McRae & Guthrie, 2013). An 

investigation by Guthrie et al. (2006) revealed that reading growth was higher for students in 

classrooms where there were a large number of hands-on experiences that were tightly linked to 

texts, than in classrooms with fewer of those types of experiences.  Providing relevant literacy 
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experiences for students to activate and add to their background knowledge increases students’ 

interest and enjoyment in reading. Creating relevant literacy experiences for students also 

enables them to value reading. Engaged readers understand that reading is useful to their lives, 

thus strengthening their intrinsic motivation in literacy (Barber & Klauda, 2020).     

Students who feel ownership of their literacy are more likely to have internal motivation 

and engagement. To strengthen students’ sense of ownership, they should be offered meaningful 

choices. Meaningful choices are relevant to the activity and are appropriate for the student based 

on their personal goals and interests. An increase in ownership gives students a sense of 

responsibility, increased self-regulation, and higher investment in acquiring reading strategies 

(McRae & Guthrie, 2013). Effective choices are scaffolded to meet the needs of each individual 

student by offering simpler choices first, helping students practice making good choices, 

providing feedback about their choices, and gradually giving students the opportunity to make 

multiple choices (Antonio & Guthrie, 2008). Guthrie et al, determined that students who 

experience meaningful choices have an increase in reading comprehension and self-regulation 

(2004). With a sense of ownership in their literacy, “Students dig deeper for meaning, monitor 

their understanding, and express their newfound knowledge more elaborately than do students 

without these choices and decisions about their learning” (Guthrie, 2004, p. 12).  

The third practice to increase intrinsic motivation is to build students’ sense of self-

efficacy.  Students who have high self-efficacy believe that they can succeed in literacy tasks and 

will put forth the necessary efforts to understand and make meaning of the texts (Barber & 

Klauda, 2020). They will also be more likely to read more often than students with low self-

efficacy.  Students possessing self-efficacy are cognitively engaged, work towards goals, persist 

at challenging tasks, and enjoy the feeling of accomplishment that comes with completing the 
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challenge (McRae & Guthrie, 2013). Teachers support students’ self-efficacy by evaluating 

student work based on effort and accuracy. Placing an emphasis on effort increases students’ 

engagement in reading challenging texts and being successful on literacy tasks.  Students who 

experience literacy challenges and persist by putting forth the effort are more likely to experience 

reading growth (McRae & Guthrie, 2013).  Teachers must identify the students’ current 

knowledge in decoding, comprehension, and writing to choose challenging texts and tasks that 

build and extend their skills. Teachers also must help develop background knowledge on the 

topic before reading the text since it is one of the strongest predictors of successful 

comprehension. (Barber & Klauda, 2020). This will give students a sense of accomplishing a 

meaningful task that is challenging, increasing their self-efficacy and intrinsic motivation.  

Fourthly, well-structured collaboration in literacy tasks and activities increases intrinsic 

motivation in students. Children in the Montessori Second Plane of Development, ages 6-12, are 

very social beings and have a strong herding instinct. This means that they enjoy participating 

and collaborating with others in a group (Standing, 1957). Sharing ideas, thoughts, and 

experiences centered around literacy builds knowledge and enables students to feel a sense of 

belonging to the classroom community. When students combine their background knowledge, 

thoughts, and opinions, students develop deeper meanings and are able to discover new 

interpretations of texts. Collaboration also creates an atmosphere of respect and curiosity in 

which more students feel comfortable sharing and engaging in the literacy community (McRae & 

Guthrie, 2013). When students are given an authentic purpose of reading and communicating 

their thoughts about texts, they are more motivated to read closely and think deeply about the 

text’s meaning (Barber & Lauda, 2020). Through collaboration, students “build social skills that 

include negotiation, persuasion, and synthesis of one’s perspectives with those of peers, which is 
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something researchers have found students enjoy when given the opportunity” (McRae & 

Guthrie, 2013). Lastly, intrinsic motivation is increased through collaboration because it leads to 

less dependence on the teacher. This gives the students a sense of independence and authority 

when building knowledge with their peers (McRae & Guthrie, 2013).  

The fifth practice to increase intrinsic motivation is goal setting for deep understanding or 

mastering a literacy skill (McRae & Guthrie, 2013). Emphasizing mastery goals as a reason to 

read increases motivation and literacy achievement. Teachers must help students set reachable 

and increasingly challenging literacy goals.  As the students meet these goals, their self-efficacy 

grows along with their intrinsic motivation to set even more challenging goals for themselves in 

the future (Barber & Klauda, 2020). Strategy instruction designed to meet students’ individual 

needs and goals allows students to have the competence, awareness, and motivation to sustain 

engagement during independent reading (Guthrie, 2004). To support mastery goals in literacy, 

concepts should be integrated with each other and studied for a length of time that allows 

students to study them in depth.  Students need time to investigate concepts and integrate them 

with their existing knowledge. Jumping from concept to unrelated concept daily without any 

clear integration diminishes student motivation and engagement (McRae & Guthrie, 2013). 

Setting mastery goals as a reason for literacy activities increases intrinsic motivation and student 

engagement.  

These practices of relevance, ownership, self-efficacy, collaborative social structures, and 

mastery goal setting are necessary for comprehension instruction and reading achievement 

because they are imperative to motivation and engagement in reading. “Without engagement, 

reading can become a mechanical process of ‘word calling’; comprehension, the main reason for 

reading, is relegated to superficial regurgitation…” (Phinney & Ward, 2016, V. 1, p. Ov17).  
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Putting Motivation Practices into Action in the Classroom 

Experiential and Inquiry-based Learning 

Experiential learning is a constructivist method of education in which the students are 

constructing their learning through hands-on-activities and experiences to make meaning of the 

world around them. Experiential learning creates a link to reality and allows students to test ideas 

discussed in the classroom in real-life situations.  Experiential learning also places an emphasis 

on the emotion and feelings aspects of learning, as well as the cognitive. It is important that the 

teacher considers the cognitive, affective, and psychomotor domains of learning because not one 

domain is independent of the rest.  Enns (1993) suggests: 

Instead of rejecting traditional concepts of critical thinking, we should expand our 

notions of critical thinking to include affective components, such as empathizing with 

others and valuing diversity; cognitive aspects, such as defining issues clearly, engaging 

in logical analysis, and synthesizing ideas; and behavioral elements, such as gathering 

data, listening actively, and applying knowledge to new situations. (p. 9)  

Through experiential learning, students become creators of knowledge and become independent 

thinkers. There are a few different models of experiential learning but, action and reflection are 

the main characteristics of all of them (Beaudin & Quick, 1995).  

John Dewey stated, “The ultimate test of the value of what is learned is its use and 

application in carrying on and improving the common life of all” (cited in Beaudin & Quick, 

1995, p. 9).  Dewey believed experiential learning will prevent education from becoming isolated 
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from students' lives. Experiential learning must be connected to the world and engage students 

with their community (Beaudin & Quick, 1995).  

David Kolb “describes experiential learning as a four-part process, where the learner is 

asked to engage themselves in a new experience, actively reflect on that experience, 

conceptualize that experience and integrate it with past experiences” (Beaudin & Quick, 1995, p. 

11). Kolb describes his four parts as cyclical, creating a “learning cycle or spiral where the 

learner ‘touches all the bases’- experiencing, reflecting, thinking and acting- in a recursive 

process that is responsive to the learning situation and what is being learned (cited in Rose, 2020, 

p. 13). Boud and Walker added a different stage to experiential learning in which there is 

preparation for the event. The teacher needs to consider the students’ past experiences, diverse 

ideas, and what they want to learn (Beaudin & Quick, 1995) in planning for experiential 

learning.  

Inquiry-based learning is a type of experiential learning that has scientific phases 

including questioning, planning the method to discover the answers, implementation of the plan, 

and reflection. Helm and Katz described the three phases as:  

1. Phase I: Topic selected, questions refined, current concept understood, and 
knowledge explored 

2. Phase II: Investigation (through field trips, research, interviews, experiments, 
artifact examination, etc.) and representation of learning through writing, 
drawing, etc. 

3. Phase III: Telling the Story- share findings, reflection, goals (future action plan) 

    (Helm & Katz, 2001) 

Not only has research concluded that activity-based, hands-on, experiential learning 

events increase student learning, but it also increases student motivation and engagement.  
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Students learn best and are engaged when learning is tied to their life experiences which makes it 

relevant and useful in their lives outside of school. Students are active participants and co-

investigators in dialogue with peers and the teacher which allows them to feel ownership in their 

learning and increases motivation and engagement. Experiential learning places an emphasis on 

the process and product instead of getting the “right” answer which increases students’ self-

efficacy (Beaudin & Quick, 1995).   Experiential learning provides a method to engage students 

in meaningful learning that is connected to the world around them. These purposeful and rich 

experiences motivate students to participate in literacy activities in authentic meaningful ways.  

Interactive Read-Aloud 

Another powerful strategy to increase intrinsic motivation and literacy engagement is 

interactive read-aloud.  Teachers use interactive read-alouds to engage students in the reading 

process, demonstrate how to use multiple reading strategies simultaneously, ask questions and 

discuss in a way that promotes thinking about and beyond the text to extend students’ thinking. 

Students learn and practice multiple reading strategies through collaborative and meaningful 

conversations with the teacher and their peers that deepen their understanding of the text 

(McClure & Fullerton, 2017).  “A review of recent research reveals that interactive read-alouds 

are a significant way to provide opportunities for rich, meaningful, and intentional instruction in 

ways that improve outcomes” (Lennox, 2013, p. 381). Interactive read-alouds are linked to gains 

in overall academic achievement, conceptual knowledge, reading skills, and engagement in 

reading and writing. They also enhance oral language and vocabulary through exposure to new 

and interesting words and grammatical structures that are not normally used in everyday 

conversations (Lennox 2013). 
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Interactive read-alouds provide opportunities for students to co-construct the meaning of 

a variety of texts through dialogue with their peers and teacher. They allow students to be active 

participants in the reading by responding to literature through open-ended questions that build on 

their background knowledge, strengths, and curiosity. Interactive read-alouds begin with the 

teacher carefully choosing a text that meets the students’ interests and literacy goals (Wiseman, 

2010).  Text selection is vital to the success of the interactive read-aloud. Teachers need to use 

well-illustrated, high-quality literature in a wide variety of genres in order to expose students to 

reading for different purposes, using different text features, and understanding different 

organizational structures. The text used during interactive read-alouds also becomes a 

springboard to seek more information about the children’s curiosities and helps build conceptual 

knowledge.  It is also important to use a variety of genres in interactive read-alouds because 

students are more apt to choose books that they have heard teachers read for their independent 

reading (Lennox, 2013).  

Before, during, and after the interactive read-aloud, teachers use responsive, open-ended 

questions to extend students’ thinking.  Teachers prompt students to elaborate and encourage 

them to think and wonder beyond the text. Students are encouraged to go deeper than literal 

comprehension by using their background knowledge and reasoning skills to predict, explain, 

infer, link and integrate ideas, problem solve, question, and evaluate.  During interactive read-

alouds teachers model fluent reading, meaning making strategies, inferential thinking skills, and 

comprehension processes while providing scaffolding to the students.  Teachers are responsive to 

the students’ needs and scaffold their support accordingly (Lennox 2013).  By strategically 

selecting and planning interactions with the text, teachers promote students to express their 

understandings and perspectives that enrich the discussion by supporting and challenging the 
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thoughts and ideas of their classmates. Interactive read-alouds “capitalizes on the gradual release 

of responsibility where a teacher progressively transfers the responsibility of making meaning 

and critically thinking about a text to the student” (McClure & Fullerton, 2017, p. 54). This 

means the teacher models his/her own thinking before asking students to share their thinking 

with their peers verbally or in writing. The amount of modeling is determined by the students’ 

needs, the text, and the reading strategy. The turn and talk strategy allows students to express 

their thoughts, hear others’ thoughts, and ask clarifying questions. Students respond to the open-

ended questions with multiple responses and viewpoints which enables them to co-construct 

knowledge through practicing inferring, synthesizing, analyzing, and critiquing the text together. 

Students are encouraged and prompted to support their statements with evidence to the text and 

respond to each other with questions. To continue the gradual release of responsibility, students 

are asked to write responses in their reader’s notebooks. This provides less support for the 

students in the reading strategies and allows the teacher to assess their reading strategies and 

skills (McClure & Fullerton, 2017). The gradual release of responsibility also helps to improve 

students’ self-efficacy. 

 Throughout interactive read-alouds students need the opportunity to pause to infer, 

synthesize, analyze, and critique texts while the teacher acknowledges students’ contributions, 

labeling their meaning-making strategies, and providing feedback to expand or deepen students’ 

understandings. After the text is read, the class then has a whole class discussion about the text 

as a whole. The contributions students make to the discussion become shared or public 

knowledge and may act as a spark for other students to share and participate in the discussion. 

Students reason together, analyze problems together, compare explanations together and reach 

decisions together.  These discussions allow students to be challenged to think differently and 
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share their personal insights and experiences in order to think critically about the content 

(McClure & Fullerton, 2017).   

In summary, interactive read-alouds not only support and extend students’ reading skills 

and comprehension, but they also increase literacy engagement. Interactive read-alouds offer 

authentic learning opportunities driven by the students’ strengths, needs, and interests using 

relevant texts.  “Learning occurs most powerfully in highly social situations when children are 

engaged with one another and the teacher in meaningful activities where there is a great deal of 

talk” ((McClure & Fullerton, 2017, p. 56). Therefore, interactive read-aloud is an extremely 

powerful engagement tool in the classroom.  

Interactive Writing 

Interactive writing is another strategy to promote and increase literacy engagement since 

it includes all five of the strategies that support intrinsic motivation: relevance, ownership, self-

efficacy, collaboration, and mastery goals. Interactive writing focuses on multiple aspects of 

writing development and allows teachers to differentiate in order to support each student through 

engaging, shared, and authentic writing experiences. (Roth & Guinee 2011). Each interactive 

writing lesson not only engages students in the processes of planning, drafting, revising, and 

editing a shared text, but is centered around a shared experience. This shared experience and 

interest enables the text written to be relevant to all students (Roth & Dabrowski, 2014). The 

relevant text may take the form of thank you letters, summarizing or extending understandings of 

a text, class books, poems, interview questions, morning messages, and many others.  

In an interactive writing lesson, the teacher guides and supports students through the 

collaborative process of writing a text while building on prior knowledge. Interactive writing 
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begins with collaboratively determining the form and function of the text, thinking about the 

audience, planning the text they will write, and often revising the oral plan multiple times. Then, 

the teacher and students “share the pen” while discussing structural, phonetic, and semantic rules 

to compose the text. When the teacher writes, she gives students a look into the composing and 

encoding processes by thinking aloud.  The teacher then shares the pen with students to draw 

attention to specific aspects of the writing process according to the students’ learning goals. The 

teacher also frequently prompts the students to reread the text to revise, edit, and monitor the 

clearness of the message. Interactive writing lessons are scaffolded to meet the needs of the 

students by increasing the responsibility of the writing process to the students. The teacher writes 

less as the students write more (Williams, 2017). The collaboration and meaningful choices the 

students decide upon while composing the text allows students to have a sense of ownership. The 

gradual release of responsibility helps to improve students’ self-efficacy. The entire interactive 

writing lesson is based upon social collaboration among peers which increases intrinsic 

motivation. Lastly, each interactive writing lesson is multifaceted and scaffolds student 

knowledge on their mastery goals.     

Not only does interactive writing increase literacy engagement in students, but it has also 

shown to improve students’ independent writing, along with their reading skills including 

comprehension (Wall, 2008).  Roth and Guinee (2011) studied the effects of interactive writing 

in students’ independent writing. Six teachers participated in the study with their classes; three 

used interactive writing with their class while the other three did not. Roth and Guinee’s study 

revealed a significant difference in writing skills gained by students who participated in 

interactive writing. The students who participated in interactive writing made more gains on 

every component of writing studied except for spacing, which had equal growth for both groups. 
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The nine writing components the interactive writing group made greater gains on are: ideas, 

organization, word choice, sentence fluency, spelling of high-frequency words, spelling of other 

words, capitalization, punctuation, and handwriting. The amount of instructional time spent on 

interactive writing to get these results were minimal. The average amount of time spent on 

interactive writing per day ranged from 7 to 15 minutes. “Together these studies clearly 

demonstrate that the skills, strategies, and processes that are essential to writing can be learned 

within an authentic writing activity that is meaningful and engaging…” (Roth & Guinee, 2011, 

p. 351).  

Other Strategies to Increase Intrinsic Motivation and Literacy Engagement 

 There are many more strategies to increase intrinsic motivation and engagement in 

literacy. One such strategy is using reader’s theater.  A reader’s theater consists of a 

collaboration of students presenting a dramatic rendition of a story using vocal fluency and 

expression without the use of props or movement. Similar to reader’s theater, is dramatizations 

of texts. Students act out characters, a scene, or an entire text for others.  Another engagement 

strategy consists of allowing and supporting students' choice in appropriate independent reading 

and writing topics and texts related to their interests, curiosities, and skills. A further strategy to 

increase intrinsic motivation and engagement is providing uninterrupted time for sustained 

reading and writing. Along with providing students time for sustained literacy activities, teachers 

must also provide rich, engaging texts that meet the students’ interests, passions, curiosities, 

cultures, and backgrounds.  Providing diverse quality texts in school and at home is a vital 

ingredient in increasing literacy engagement.  Reinforcing texts through art and writing is 

another engagement strategy. Students can create depictions and artwork of their favorite 

characters or parts of a text to share with others. They may also borrow the plot for their own 
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writing, write a sequel, or transform a text into a different genre. Another engagement strategy is 

providing time and guidance for students to share about their literacy with others in the 

classroom.  Students could create a book advertisement, act out or illustrate their favorite part of 

a text, or create a display to recommend a text to others. Buddy reading and reading book clubs 

are another two engagement strategies to use in the classroom. Students can read with a friend, a 

younger student, or a trusted adult in buddy reading.  Students can also participate in book clubs 

to discuss books that are chosen by interest of the group (Phinney & Ward, 2016).  

There are many researched engagement strategies to adopt in the classroom, but for this 

action research I focused on experiential learning, interactive read-alouds, and interactive writing 

generated from and centered around rich meaningful literature and peace education.  

Developmental Reading Continuum 

 A reading developmental continuum is an assessment tool that measures where students 

are developmentally. The difference between using a developmental continuum and a grade level 

assessment is that a reading grade level is a scale in which students are compared to the average 

score of others.  Using a developmental reading continuum allows educators to establish an 

individualized profile of each student’s strength and growth areas in which custom instruction 

can be built upon (Phinney & Ward, 2016).  One such version is that created by Phinney and 

Ward (2016).  

Phinney and Ward’s Reading Developmental Continuum (2016) identifies three 

components of reading at all stages: engagement, comprehension, and language-to-print 

connections. Engagement is listed first because it is considered to be the most vital aspect of 

reading. Each of the three components have several sub-components of the reading process that 
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are the same for each developmental phase. Within each sub-component are supported behaviors 

associated with each developmental phase. Each behavior is written in question format for the 

teacher to determine as “consistent”, “developing”, or “not yet” using formal and informal 

assessments in order to continually support what the student needs in order to grow 

developmentally. The seven developmental phases described in Phinney and Ward’s (2016) 

Reading Developmental Continuum are Pre-Verbal Phase, Pre-Print Phase, Emergent Phase, 

Print-Focused Phase, Consolidation Phase, Silent Phase, and Flexible Phase. Table 1 provides 

general characteristics of each phase. Phinney and Ward state: 

This developmental continuum is a tool for providing individually appropriate instruction 

to all literacy learners, regardless of their age or grade level. It is above all, a framework 

for determining learning needs and for organizing and guided reading instruction. (2016, 

Chap. 2, p. 12)  

Table 1 

Reading Development Phase Behaviors 

Reading Developmental 
Phase 

General Behaviors 

Pre-Verbal Phase ● Have not developed recognizable oral language 
● Exploring how the sound of language connects to meaning 
● May babble and imitate page turning actions while being 

read to 
● Books are often objects to be manipulated and chewed on 

Pre-Print Phase ● Developed recognizable oral language to express needs and 
interests 

● Label or comment on illustrations 
● May join in on repeated verses when being read to 
● Reading at this stage is picture-focused   
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Emergent Phase ● Readily join in on repetitive phrases  
● Can explain events and discuss characters’ attributes 
● Rely heavily on memory and picture cues 
● May focus on a few familiar sight words 

Print-Focused Phase ● Discover the text provides the cues to meaning-making 
● Time of greatest challenge due to amount of skills and 

strategies they must learn and use simultaneously 
● Word-by-word reading often using finger-pointing 
● Comprehension may temporarily suffer as they often ignore 

illustrations for meaning-making clues 

Consolidation Phase ● Continue to read word-by-word but with more ease 
● Have more cueing strategies and decoding skills along with 

larger amount of sight words 
● Able to focus on illustrations and interact with content  
● Self-correction for meaning takes place 

Silent Phase ● Oral reading is often fast with many meaning-loss miscues 
● Focused on making meaning for themselves rather than the 

listener 
● Comprehension of texts is not lost with the oral miscues 
● Become voracious readers 

Flexible Phase ● Adjust their reading according to the genre and purpose 
● Critical readers that make connections among various texts, 

life experiences, and background knowledge 
● Reading and writing are automatic and versatile tools which 

are essential to their lives  

Engagement and the Montessori Method 

Engagement and intrinsic motivation are vital to the Montessori pedagogy and method. 

The Montessori theory and pedagogy was developed through scientific observations of children 

and is individualized for each child.  The Montessori method inherently increases intrinsic 

motivation by giving children the freedom and responsibility to make meaningful choices and to 

work with others towards personalized mastery goals through relevant activities.  The 

Montessori pedagogy uses practices that support intrinsic motivation through what the founder, 

Dr. Maria Montessori refers to as development of the will. This development occurs over time 

and is supported by the adult and the environment. Today, the cognitive power of the will is 
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more easily understood by the term, executive function which encompasses abilities such as, task 

initiation and completion, shifting, prioritization, planning and organization, self-monitoring, and 

self-regulation. Montessori environments that offer choice, high interest and developmentally 

appropriate activities, self-directed activities, and individual and community accountability 

exactly overlap with the five practices discussed earlier, consisting of, relevance, ownership, 

self-efficacy, collaboration, and mastery goals.  Will is a cognitive muscle that is strengthened 

with continual practice. In Education for a New World, Montessori writes, “this long process of 

developing the will may be compared to the spinning of thread; developed by activity in an ever-

widening field of action, the thread of will becomes stronger and stronger” (p. 88).   

Dr. Maria Montessori discussed and proposed experiential and inquiry-based learning as 

her method of instruction when she developed the Cosmic Curriculum in the 1940’s. The Cosmic 

Curriculum starts with the “big stories” which invite curiosity and questions about the origins of 

the universe, the development of all living things, and the history of humans, language, and 

mathematics. The Cosmic Curriculum is centered around the purposefulness and 

interconnectedness of all living things.  

If the idea of the universe be presented to the child in the right way, it will do more for 

him than just arouse his interest, for it will create in him admiration and wonder….The 

knowledge he acquires is organized and systematic; his intelligence becomes whole and 

complete because of the vision of the whole that has been presented to him; and his 

interest spreads to all for all are linked and have their place in the universe on which his 

mind is centered. (Montessori, 1948/1989, p. 6)   
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Through the Cosmic Curriculum students are encouraged and supported to investigate their 

curiosities and explore the world around them. Learning experiences are relevant and increase 

intrinsic motivation because they are based around the students’ interests and passions. The 

Cosmic Curriculum is the foundation of integrated, meaningful learning experiences.   

One of these meaningful learning experiences is called “going out.” Due to the fact that 

the classroom cannot contain answers to all of the children’s burning questions, “going out” 

excursions consist of individual or small groups of students planning, investigating, and 

exploring beyond the classroom. It is based upon the students’ interest and is an extension of 

classroom study. Students have the opportunity to learn from new resources and meet different 

people which allows them to experience social cooperation, understand the interconnectedness of 

our world, appreciate diversity, and learn executive functioning skills. “Going out” experiences 

give students the opportunity to practice grace and courtesy and to apply learned concepts in a 

meaningful situation which builds independence and gives them confidence. Dr. Montessori 

stated: 

While the young child seeks comforts, the older child is now eager to encounter 

challenges. But it is necessary to prepare oneself to go out. In teaching the child the 

necessity of preparation, we oblige him to think and plan. The child comes to understand 

that to “go out” is an activity that requires the acquisition of skills, information, and 

materials. (Montessori Stepping Stones, 2021)  

“Going out” experiences also lend themselves to building the child’s sense of social and moral 

responsibility. 
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Another integral part of the Cosmic Curriculum is Montessori’s peace education. 

Montessori believed, “Averting war is the work of politicians; establishing peace is the work of 

education” (Montessori, 2007, p. 24). The interconnectedness of the Cosmic Curriculum allows 

students to understand the importance and appreciate the diversity of our Earth. Through peace 

education students are intentionally taught grace and courtesy, global citizenship, respect for 

diversity, and personal responsibility. Peace education also promotes students’ independent 

thinking, moral decision-making, and valuing of peace and equity. Peace education is important 

throughout all Planes of Development, but especially for students in the Second Plane since they 

are developing their sense of justice and morality.   

The Second Plane of Development is also referred to as the time of the reasoning mind. 

Children in this Plane of Development are ready and hungry to “explore, internalize, and thereby 

become adapted to a reality as large as the world, the universe, the whole of humanity, all of 

culture” (Grazzini, 2004, p. 25). The Second Plane child explores the question of morality 

through knowledge and understanding of the natural and man-made world. This is a time where 

children’s field of action is greatly expanded (Grazzini, 2004). For example, we often see Second 

Plane students gather behind a cause and embark vigorously on its defense. As we will see in the 

action research section of this paper, my students rallied to support the issue surrounding 

homelessness. Some of the characteristics of the Second Plane child that contribute to their 

development and passion of justice include the reasoning mind, the ability to understand cause 

and effect and a sense of chronology.    

Lastly, the Montessori method emphasizes inclusion of the natural world. Connecting and 

exploring nature provides students with wonder, creativity, self-confidence, and a sense of 

independence and peace (Lillard, 1996).  David Hutchinson (2013) states that one of the 
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strengths of nature education in Montessori is that it is holistic and transdisciplinary. The 

immersion of nature in Montessori education abolishes strictly dividing learning into disciplinary 

areas and integrates science, history, geography as well as education for citizenship (Hutchinson, 

2013).   

Conclusion of Literature Review 

The multitude of research has proven that engaged reading increases literacy 

development. Engaged reading is created when students are intrinsically motivated in their 

learning.  Five practices that support intrinsic motivation include relevance, ownership, self-

efficacy, collaboration, and mastery goals. Three engagement strategies that employ those 

practices include experiential learning, interactive read-aloud, and interactive writing. Research 

has confirmed that students learn best when instruction is differentiated. Using a developmental 

continuum, such as the Reading Developmental Continuum, is the most well-suited for the 

purpose of planning and delivering differentiated instruction to target each students’ mastery 

goals.  

Purpose of the Action Research 
 

 The purpose of this action research was to increase student’s engagement in literacy. At 

the beginning of the 2020/2021 school year, I assessed each student’s literacy knowledge and 

skills per the district’s requirements. I chose to use daily anecdotal observations, the 

Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA) and Miscue Analysis to place students on Phinney 

and Ward’s Reading Developmental Continuum. This became my baseline data for the action 

research that would take place later in the year. It also allowed me to understand the needs of 

each student and tailor my instruction to their individual goals. Through this baseline data, it was 
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evident that my students had low literacy engagement as evidenced by students not choosing to 

read or write independently during work time.  Writing was an area of weakness overall for my 

class along with retelling, predicting, and discussing texts. After researching the multitude of 

literature on the benefits of literacy engagement on comprehension and overall achievement, it 

was evident that I needed to implement engagement strategies in my classroom. Due to COVID-

19 restrictions of social distancing, I decided to research the use of experiential learning with a 

focus on interactive read-alouds and interactive writing to help improve my students’ 

engagement and achievement in literacy.   

The second purpose of my action research was to develop students’ sense of agency. The 

racial injustices, equity issues, and social climate of 2020 made me aware that my classroom 

community would benefit from a greater emphasis on equity and social justice. Peace education 

became interwoven with the engagement strategies used in this action research for students to 

understand that they can become agents of change. Social justice literature was the foundation of 

my interactive read-alouds.    

 
Research Questions 

 
Main research question: 

How does a consistent use of experiential learning, interactive reading and interactive writing 

impact students’ literacy development? 

Subsidiary questions:  

Will using these engagement strategies impact students’ attitude towards reading? 

Will using these engagement strategies impact students’ reading comprehension? 

What is the impact of using social justice literature in meaningful contexts? 
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Methodology 
 

Setting and Participants 

The setting of this research took place in a public urban Montessori school located in the 

Midwest. The student population is about 300 students, divided into age groups of Children’s 

House (ages 4 and 5), Elementary 1 (ages 6-9), and Elementary 2 (ages 10 and 11). The focus 

group for the study took place in one of the E1 classrooms.  

There was a total of 12 children present along with one lead teacher.  An assistant teacher 

came in sporadically throughout the day to offer support.  The children ranged from ages 6-8. Six 

students were in first grade and six students were in 2nd grade. There were five males and seven 

females in the class.  Eleven students are white and one student is mixed race. Due to the 

necessity of creating smaller classes, the 3rd grade students were temporarily in a separate 

environment. The lead teacher delivered instruction using flexible group lessons based upon 

students’ needs, strengths, and interests for all subjects: math, language, writing, reading, science 

and social studies.  

Limitations 

 During the 2020-2021 school year when this action research took place, there were a few 

limitations that may have affected the results of this research. First were the many COVID-19 

restrictions placed on students, faculty, classroom organization, and schedules. The significant 

restrictions included social distancing, limited material use, and the cohort schedules to reduce 

class size. The cohort schedule of the class studied included in-person learning Monday, 

Tuesday, Thursday, and Friday. Wednesday was a virtual learning day at home. I chose to 

implement interactive writing and interactive reading as engagement strategies since they could 

be done socially distanced in-person and virtual with few materials.  
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 Secondly, I took maternity leave during the school year from November to February. My 

long-term substitute teacher continued the focus on strengthening the students' literacy 

engagement. She used the strategy of reader’s theater to engage students in reading and writing 

during the months I was on maternity leave.  

Procedure   

 As stated earlier, I gathered my baseline data at the beginning of the year through district 

required assessments. To understand where each child was at in their literacy engagement, 

understanding, and skills I choose to gather data in variety of ways to gain a deeper 

understanding of each child and to tailor my instruction to their needs and interests. One method 

of gathering data was daily observations of the children. I observed their independent work 

choices, work samples, strategies they used in lessons, as well as comments and discussions 

about reading and writing. I also used the DRA (Appendix C) and Miscue Analysis (Appendix 

D) to gain more understanding on each student’s reading strategies and comprehension.  I used 

all this information as evidence to place each student on Phinney and Ward’s Reading 

Developmental Continuum (Appendix E) by using their Reading Behavior Checklists (Appendix 

F). This allowed me to understand where each student was developmentally in their engagement, 

comprehension, and language-to-print connections.   

At the start of the action research, I began planning and implementing engagement 

strategies to target individual students’ growth areas aligned to their interests using the 

experiential learning method to connect and integrate interactive read-alouds and interactive 

writing lessons. This work began with our class studying absolute location using latitude and 

longitude.  To make this learning meaningful, I invited a parent of one of the students to virtually 

present and inform us about geocaching, in which people use absolute location to find hidden 
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caches on public property. The class became very excited about “treasure hunting” and we 

decided to give it a try! Our class took weekly geocaching trips, which led to many interactive 

read-alouds and interactive writing lessons. Geocaching also allowed students to be immersed in 

nature weekly. The outdoor education was a method to normalize social distancing regulations 

while still supporting students’ engagement and social interaction.   

Along with our geocaching and related interactive literacy lessons, I held an interactive 

editing session each morning using a morning message to the students. I also implemented at 

least one interactive reading and interactive writing lesson each week.  

Throughout the study I gathered observational data of each students’ engagement and 

literacy growth in response to the experiential learning. At the end of the study, I assessed the 

students’ growth using the DRA and miscue analysis in addition to my observations. I used this 

data to place each student on the Developmental Continuum (Appendix E) again, post-study, by 

using the Reading Behavior Checklists (Appendix F).  This allowed me to identify and examine 

each students’ developmental growth in engagement, comprehension, and language-to-print 

connections qualitatively.   

Findings and Analysis 

The baseline data revealed that three students were mostly in the Emergent Phase, eight 

students were mostly in the Print Focused Phase, and one student was mostly in the 

Consolidation Phase. In the engagement component of reading, the data revealed that the 

behaviors most students were not yet showing were: does the reader respond emotionally, does 

the reader take ownership by reading to learn and to satisfy curiosity, and does the reader express 

interest in reading through writing? The students showed the most consistent engagement 

behaviors in social participation. This data proves the need for engagement interventions of 
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interactive reading and interactive writing since their strength is social participation, but they are 

still needing support in the other engagement sub-categories (see Appendix E).   

The baseline data also showed three behaviors of comprehension as areas for growth for 

all of the students. They were: does the reader demonstrate understanding of themes and ideas, 

does the reader make adaptations and transformations, and does the reader engage in critical 

analysis? I used these three behaviors as the central strategies to work on during interactive 

reading and writing lessons.  Interestingly, nine out of the twelve students' strength areas were 

language-to-print connections. Each of those nine students demonstrated they were developing in 

one phase beyond their engagement and comprehension phase.  

Overall engagement and comprehension were shown to be growth areas for my class. I 

focused my interactive literacy lessons and activities to support both components of reading and 

the subcategories of each mentioned above.  

The weekly experiential learning of geocaching outings led us to experience many 

interactive reading sessions while learning more about our community and history through the 

caches and historical locations. One such session included reading and discussing the Norwegian 

immigration to our community. This discussion led to asking about other cultures immigrating to 

the Midwest and we were invited into a local museum to learn more about the immigration 

experience. When the volunteer at the museum asked us if we would like to go in for a tour, the 

students begged me to say yes! They were in awe and wonder walking around the museum, 

listening to our tour guide. Another interactive reading session occurred on the banks of a river 

when we discovered a bark covered bottle cache containing a primary source newspaper clipping 

from the late 1800’s. The newspaper clipping described some dangers of the logging business in 

our community. The students were shocked by the dangers associated with logging and wanted 
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to learn more, so we visited a historical logging site to re. Student’s interests were piqued by the 

discoveries while being out in the community. They brought their curiosity back to the classroom 

and many decided to research more about the topics of logging and immigration. The students 

were completely engaged since it was all meaningful, integrated, and focused around their 

interests and inquiries.  

Our geocaching outings also engaged students to independently research, read and write.  

Two students were interested in learning more about how geocaches are placed and maintained 

and independently chose to research the process it takes to place a certified cache which led them 

to inquire more about geocaching and continue to research. While geocaching, almost all 

students wanted to pause in nature and spend some time either writing or reading independently. 

When it was time to leave, many students made groans and comments such as, “Do we have to 

leave already?” and “Can we come back here to read tomorrow?”  

 

Another benefit this experiential learning led to was reinforcing writing lesson concepts 

and interactive writing engagement. The class was very engaged in a poetry inquiry genre.   One 

Figure 1 

Students independently reading and writing in nature 
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concept the students were learning and practicing was looking at the world with “poet’s eyes”. 

Students enjoyed practicing this orally while out geocaching. One student described a log 

floating in the river as, “an alligator swaying in the waves, waiting for its prey.” Then the student 

squealed with laughter about the alligator coming to get them. The rest of the class ran away 

laughing. Another example of orally creating poetry was when the class was climbing over a 

downed tree. One student began the poem, “Choo Choo! Chugging, Chugging along the track. 

Taking us to the cache! Choo, Choo! Chugging, Chugging along the track!” while sitting on the 

tree acting like a conductor. The rest of the class immediately hopped on and began repeating the 

poem three or four times before giggling and getting off the tree.  

 

Geocaching not only led to independently creating poetry, but it also allowed the class to 

have shared experiences on which to base our interactive writing.  One interactive writing 

session took place while discussing the importance of line breaks that came from my 

observations of students writing their poetry in a sentence format. The class brainstormed words 

and phrases surrounding our geocaching outings. Students then discussed the order, phrasing, 

and line breaks for our class poem while also revising a bit after further discussion.  Figure 3 

Figure 2 

Students after orally reciting their co-created poem 
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shows our first draft of the geocaching poem created by the class. Students then either created 

their own geocaching poem, copied the class poem, or revised the poem to suit their individual 

preferences.  Students were engaged in the writing process because the shared experience was 

something they were passionate about and it motivated them to write their own poetry using line 

breaks after this interactive writing session.  

 

Lastly, the geocaching experiential learning, paired with social justice literature, raised 

students’ awareness of issues in our community. While geocaching, students noticed and 

discussed the problem of all the garbage on the sides of streets and in the parks that we visited.  

Students also noticed many camps and people who were homeless in our community. We had a 

deep conversation about being grateful for what we have in life and how to respect others who 

are different from us. After students were made aware of this problem in our community, their 

conversations centered around the importance of helping and spreading kindness to others.  

Figure 3 

First draft of the geocaching poem created by the class 
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Along with experiential and inquiry learning and our weekly geocaching outings, I used 

social justice literature for interactive read-alouds to increase student engagement. Many 

comprehension strategies were discussed and practiced during the interactive read alouds 

including making connections to the text, understanding the theme and the author’s purpose, and 

using textual evidence to support thinking. During and after every interactive reading event, 

students were asked “what does this text remind you of?”, “why do you think the author wrote 

this book?”, and “What does this book inspire you to do?”; along with other questions specific to 

the text.  

One theme students discovered in the interactive read-alouds was spreading kindness. 

After reading Maybe Something Beautiful: How Art Transformed a Neighborhood written by F. 

Isabel Campoy, students were inspired to create murals together to spread kindness to our school. 

This sparked a huge interest in spreading kindness through creating and giving art to others. For 

example, after learning about barn quilts in geometry, students created their own designs and 

hung them on teachers’ doors to spread kindness and beauty to other classrooms. Students also 

spontaneously continued an art project, of decorating a bench with dandelions, at recess to spread 

joy to others.   

Figure 4 

Student created artwork inspired to spread kindness and beauty 
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Another interactive read-aloud session related to the theme of kindness was with the text 

A Map into the World written by Kao Kalia Yang. During and after reading, many students made 

personal connections to the important aspects of their life they would draw on their map.  After 

discussing the theme of the text, students were inspired to spread kindness by decorating the 

playground black top with uplifting pictures that are important to themselves, the class, and our 

school. One boy decided to add the phrase, “We are better together!”.  

 

The students also had the opportunity to watch and interact with Kao Kalia Yang 

virtually as she presented her books and experience as a Hmong female author.  Students wrote 

and asked her questions such as, “Do you get all your writing ideas from events in your life?”, 

“What would you draw on your map of the world?”, and “What inspired you to become an 

author and write these stories?” Students began to become engaged and inquisitive in the writing 

process. Students began independently choosing to write and share stories based on events in 

their lives. Interestingly, many students chose to write stories in which the characters were out 

Figure 5 

Chalk artwork inspired by literature states “We are better together” 
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geocaching and ran into some sort of trouble, either falling down a steep hill, getting stuck in the 

mud, falling in water, or being late for the bus; all which were events that happened or nearly 

happened to us.  

 As the study progressed, so too did the students’ sense of agency while reading social 

justice literature. This change began while reading the text, One Plastic Bag: Isatou Ceesay and 

the Recycling Women of the Gambia written by Miranda Paul.  Students noticed the pattern 

“Then two. Then ten. Then a hundred.” in the text (Paul, 2015, p. 14) and discussed how the 

problem in the story continued to worsen, until Isatou Ceesay decided to take action.  This led to 

a discussion on rising action and resolutions. Students connected this story’s rising action with 

many other texts we have read together as a class and that they have read independently.  

Students began to use story arcs to plan their stories before writing and began focusing their 

writing around a problem with rising action and a resolution. Before this interactive read-aloud 

session, students’ writing lacked a strong plot. Most stories written lacked an interesting 

beginning, rambled on without much of a plot, and lacked a satisfying ending or conclusion. 

Afterwards, most students wrote stories that included a problem and a resolution, and many used 

logical rising action. 

Not only did students discuss plots of stories and use them in their independent writing, 

but students were inspired to work together to create a positive change in our community. The 

students noticed and discussed how once Isatou and Peggy began recycling the plastic, many 

more people joined in the effort to fix the community’s pollution problem. Students already 

noticed the garbage in our community through our geocaching outings and decided that they 

needed to start taking action to fix our problem. The class dedicated themselves to always 

bringing garbage bags on our weekly outings to collect garbage while geocaching from that point 
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forward.  On one occasion of collecting garbage, a car stopped on the side of the road and 

thanked us for our dedication in helping clean up the streets. One student commented, “Wow, we 

are just like Isatou! We are inspiring others to help solve problems!” Students began to see 

themselves as agents of change and brought their passion home.  I had three families write to say 

that they have begun carrying garbage bags every time they go for walks or hikes due to the 

persuasion of their child to “spread help and solutions”.  

 

As students strengthened their awareness of social justice issues and began seeing 

themselves as agents of change, students’ connections of interactive read-alouds became even 

more meaningful. One such example is the engagement inspired by the interactive read-aloud of 

Malala’s Magic Pencil written by Malala Yousafzai. At the beginning of the text, students 

predicted the story was about a real magical pencil and when asked what they would draw if they 

had a magic pencil, students made comments such as, “A ton of cats”, “money”, “PlayStation 5”.  

At the end of the text, students realized that the magic pencil was a symbol of the power that our 

voices and choices have to create positive change.  When asked what they would draw if they 

had a magic pencil again at the end of the text, the same students as above commented, “clean 

Figure 6 

Students collecting garbage found while geocaching 
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parks”, “enough food for everyone”, and “homes for everyone who doesn’t have one”. We also 

discussed the quote in the last illustration of the book, “One child, one teacher, one book and one 

pen can change the world” (Yousafzai, 2017, p. 36). When students were asked what that meant 

to them, one student responded “It means that anyone can make change. You can, I can, we can.” 

It was clear that students' connections to the text were deeper and more meaningful at the end of 

the interactive read-aloud session.   

While reading the author’s letter in the back of the book, students responded to her 

ending of, “I hope that my story inspires you to find the magic in your own life and to always 

speak up for what you believe in. Magic is everywhere in the world-in knowledge, beauty, love, 

peace. The magic is in you, in your words, in your voice” (Yousafzai, 2017, p. 37) as a battle cry 

to help the people who are homeless in our community.  One student stated, “We need to help 

the people who are less fortunate than us. I want to help those that are homeless.” The class 

agreed that we needed to take action to help fix the issue of homelessness in our community. 

This was the start of a substantial endeavor for the class full of engaging literacy experiences.  

First, we had a discussion how homelessness is not a problem with a quick fix; just like 

Malala’s situation, there is a lot of work to do to make a positive change. Students brainstormed 

and wrote a list of questions they needed and wanted to find the answers to about homelessness 

in our community through interactive writing.  After we started our list of questions, I led a 

discussion about how to begin to research the answers to some of the questions.  Students 

decided they needed to talk to an expert on the topic.  The next step was to find an expert, so I 

led an interactive reading session using websites on homeless shelters and agencies in our 

community.  
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After the class decided they wanted to interview two homeless shelters in our community, 

I led the class through an interactive writing session to write an email requesting a virtual 

meeting (Figure 7). Our class received responses back and set up a time for the interviews with 

each homeless shelter. None of the students had ever conducted an interview before this 

experience so the next step was discussing the process of conducting a successful interview. 

Students analyzed the brainstormed list of questions to determine which questions were the most 

relevant to ask and revised questions to be open-ended. After finalizing the list of questions to 

ask during the interview, students discussed a logical order of the questions to ask and 

determined who would be responsible for asking them. I then led the students through another 

interactive writing session to write an introduction and conclusion to the interview.  Another 

discussion we had was related to recording and note-taking during an interview. Many students 

decided to have paper and a pencil on their desk in order to write down important information 

they wanted to remember. Lastly, students practiced saying their parts and asking their questions 

in order, speaking clearly and professionally.  

Figure 7 

Email students drafted to local homeless shelters 
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Finally, they were ready to conduct the first interview! Students came in dressed 

professionally and excited for the task! The students performed the interview with grace and 

earnestness. They were passionate about learning as much from the homeless shelter as they 

could by asking follow-up questions after the planned questions concluded. Some of the follow 

up questions were, “What inspired you to help people who were homeless?”, “How many 

families have you helped while working there?”, and “What is the best part of your job?” 

 

After the interview, students were eager to discuss what they learned about homelessness. 

The class was determined to help the families, particularly the children, the homeless shelter 

served by donating gently used books and toys from home. Students excitedly shouted out their 

pledges of going through their belongings at home and donating them to the shelter. As a class, 

we reflected on what went well with our interview and if there was anything we would like to 

change for the next interview.  The students decided to eliminate a question that seemed 

redundant from another question they asked. The class also determined they wanted to include 

the question to the director about what inspired them to help people who are homeless. This 

Figure 8 

Students prepared for the interview 
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interactive revising session of their questions allowed students to analyze, critique, and improve 

for their next interview experience. It also demonstrated the importance of evaluating their work 

to continue to grow and strengthen their techniques.   

The next interview proved to be just as inspiring as the first. This interview brought 

insight about how to treat people who are homeless. The class contemplated and discussed how 

to make people who were homeless feel valued and supported. Students proposed to make 

inspirational cards, notes, and artwork to give to the shelter to hand out. The class also planned to 

sew and weave bags, bake treats, and raise money for the homeless shelter. Two students brought 

in ice-cream coupons from local businesses to put in the cards the class created. Unfortunately, it 

was towards the end of the school year, so students were resigned to creating inspirational cards 

and messages to send and promised to pick up with their action plan when the next school year 

began. The students’ passion and dedication to help others led to significant amounts of literacy 

activities. The students’ intrinsic motivation and engagement poured out of them and they took 

ownership as they fervently worked on meaningful literacy tasks.  

 

Figure 9 

Student engaged during interview 
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The last interactive read-aloud I would like to highlight was done using the text All the 

Way to the Top: How One Girl’s Fight for Americans with Disabilities Changed Everything 

written by Annette Bay Pimentel. Not only were the students shocked to learn that children with 

disabilities could not attend school full time with other kids or eat in the cafeteria with them, but 

they were also angry about it. One student commented, “That is so disrespectful! If I was in that 

school, I would go eat lunch with them. Even though they are in a wheelchair, they are a person 

just like us! Who cares if they cannot walk like me?” It is evident that the student was engaged 

with the text by placing herself in the text and was very emotionally invested.  

Students had conversations not only about the content of the text, but also how it was 

written. Through the many interactive read-aloud sessions, students improved their ability to read 

like a writer and discuss the writing. Students began to consistently notice patterns in the writing 

of texts read aloud. During this read-aloud, students discussed the meaning behind the author’s 

use of size, color, and placement of text.   

The most significant change observed during this read-aloud was at the end of the text, 

while we were reading the extra information subtitled, “Help Wanted: Activists” (Pimentel, 

2020, p. 27).  After reading, “Anyone can choose to become an activist, no matter your age. All 

you have to do is use your voice! Start by talking to others about what matters to you. You have 

the ability to create change…” (Pimentel, 2020, p. 27). One girl sat up straight in her chair, eyes 

bright, and shouted, “We are just like her! We are activists! We make change!” Other students 

started agreeing with her, with comments: “Yes! We are activists!”, “We have already made 

change!”, and shouts of “yeah!” with a lot of head nodding and smiling. The students had a sense 

of pride and confidence as agents of change. It became who they were, who we were as a class. 

For the class to describe themselves as activists without any prompting and to witness their 
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collaborative battle cry for the importance of making positive impacts was heartwarming and 

beyond words. All students became fully engaged with the social justice literature and increased 

their motivation and skills to connect, analyze, and critique texts in a deep and meaningful 

manner.   

Lastly, along with other interactive reading and writing sessions, I also implemented the 

strategy of daily interactive editing. Each morning I wrote a morning message, in a letter format, 

containing a greeting, two or three sentences, and a closure for the students to edit my mistakes. 

Students would raise their hand if they saw a mistake they wanted to fix.  I chose the first student 

and then they called on each other to go up to the message to fix one mistake at a time. This 

became a powerful and engaging strategy to improve their grammar and writing mechanics. The 

context and content was meaningful to them because it was information about the day and it was 

written to them from myself. I was able to scaffold the editing to meet the needs of the writing 

goals of the students. Each time I noticed students having difficulty with an aspect of writing, I 

added some of those mistakes to the morning message to highlight and practice in a meaningful 

and engaging class activity.  For example, at the beginning, students had difficulty distinguishing 

where a complete sentence ends so I wrote each sentence in its own color until their ability 

improved and I switched to writing in one solid color. Other aspects practiced included, 

capitalization, punctuation, spelling, homophones, and contractions. 



LITERACY ENGAGEMENT AND DEVELOPMENT 
 

 

The interactive editing proved to be engaging not only because it was done in a 

meaningful context, but also because students had ownership over the corrections made. Many 

students were known for fixing a certain type of mistake and others would comment on how they 

were the experts on it. If someone corrected a mistake that was usually done by a different 

classmate a comment would be stated such as, “Suzy fixed Owen’s mistake!” Comments were 

also made if a student who usually corrected a certain mistake chose to correct something 

different.  

Students' sense of ownership and engagement was also shown through their sense of 

humor and comments made. For example, after reading Punctuation Takes a Vacation written by 

Robin Pulver, students would cheer “Punctuation doesn’t take a vacation in our class!” when 

they would add correct punctuation marks to the morning message. Another example is when 

students would laugh about homophones I wrote incorrectly and then act out the incorrect 

homophone. The last example (Figure 11) includes one student’s comment made while adding an 

exclamation mark to the sentence, “Happy Monday”. She stated, “I am so excited it is a Monday! 

Figure 10 

An early example of the interactive editing of a morning message 
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I miss school on the weekends and I wish it was every day!” Many students agreed with her. 

From then on, most students continued to use exclamation marks. The social aspect of interactive 

editing strengthened students’ intrinsic motivation to participate in writing and editing.  

 

This active engagement in literature was not only shown through these highlighted 

examples of experiential learning, interactive read-alouds, and interactive writing, but also in my 

observations of the students during independent work time. Students began choosing to reread 

read-aloud texts by themselves and with others. Students took the initiative to choose reading 

and writing tasks independently, whereas before they were not choosing to do so. Writing 

projects exploded, with many students writing books together or working on nonfiction texts 

about their interests with each other. Students became eager to share their reading and writing as 

well. They began asking to read their writing and books they enjoyed during work time to others 

and to the whole class at the end of the day. The class was just as engaged with student created 

Figure 11 

An example of engagement and joy expressed through exclamation marks 
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texts through their laughter and comments of excitement and eagerness for the student to share 

their next piece. When students would share books they enjoyed with the class, their classmates 

would instinctively react with laughter, awes, gasps, and even act out the story at times (Figure 

12)! Students even began creating iMovies of them reading picture books aloud to share with 

others in our school. As each student shared their writing or reading, it was evident that they 

became confident in their literacy skills and considered themselves to be writers and readers.  

 

 Growth in engagement and comprehension were not only shown qualitatively, but also 

quantitatively.  After implementing experiential learning, interactive read-alouds and interactive 

writing lessons I reassessed each student using my anecdotal observations of each child, the 

DRA, and Miscue Analysis. This post data allowed me to place them on the Reading 

Developmental Continuum (Appendix E) again to analyze their growth in their primary reading 

development phase and their engagement, comprehension, and language-to-print behaviors 

(Appendix F).  The post data showed that two students were primarily in the Print-Focused 

Phase, eight students were primarily in the Consolidation Phase, and two students were primarily 

Figure 13  

The class acting out the text a student is reading 

Figure 12  

Students sharing literature with each other 
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in the Silent Phase. All students made growth in their literacy; ten students progressed one 

reading developmental phase and two students progressed through two developmental reading 

continuum phases (Figure 14 and Appendix E).  

Figure 14  

Growth in Reading Phases on the Developmental Continuum 

 

If we take a closer look at engagement behaviors on the Reading Behaviors Checklist 

(Appendix F), it is evident that all students made growth in this component of reading. Figure 15 

shows the growth in the engagement behaviors on the Reading Developmental Continuum that 

were not already “consistent” and behaviors that grew to “developing” from “not yet”i. It also 

shows engagement behaviors that did not exhibit any growth and that were not previously 

“consistent”.  All students made growth in at least ten engagement behaviors, while some made 

growth in over twenty. Figure 16 shows students’ growth through the engagement phases on the 

Reading Developmental Continuum (Appendix E). All but two students were primarily 

developing in a higher reading engagement level after the study than earlier in the year prior to 

the study.  Not only was this growth shown quantitatively through analyzing the Reading 
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Behaviors Checklists (Appendix F), but it is shown above qualitatively. For example, the 

baseline data showed student were not responding emotionally to literacy. It is clear students 

grew in that engagement behavior when students reacted to a text by exclaiming, “We are 

activists! We make change!” towards the end of the study. Another example of engagement 

behavior growth is that of taking ownership.  Growth in this behavior was seen through the 

student created homelessness interviews and action plan to help. The class took ownership and 

developed a plan to continue helping people who are homeless that they want to implement 

during the next school year.  

 

Figure 15  

Growth in Engagement Behaviors on the Reading Developmental Continuum 
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Analyzing students’ growth in comprehension behaviors on the Reading Behavior 

Checklist (Appendix F) reveals that all but one student made significant growth in 

comprehension. Figure 17 displays the growth in comprehension behaviors that were not already 

“consistent” and behaviors that grew to “developing” from “not yet” based on the Reading 

Behaviors Checklist (Appendix F). It also shows comprehension behaviors that did not exhibit 

any growth that were not previously “consistent”. It is interesting to note that student 8, who did 

not make as much comprehension gains, also made the least overall engagement growth. All 

students, except for student 3, developed into another phase in comprehension on the 

Developmental Continuum (Appendix E).  Even though student three did not grow beyond the 

Print-Focused Phase, she did make a lot of growth in the comprehension behaviors. There were 

no subcategories of comprehension on the Reading Behavior Checklist (Appendix F) that stood 

out as generally under-achieving or over-achieving by the class.  This leads me to conclude that 

Figure 16  

Growth in Engagement Phases on the Reading Developmental Continuum 
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flexible group strategy lessons are needed more often going forward in order to tailor instruction 

for individuals’ needs.    

 

Figure 17 

Growth in Comprehension Behaviors on the Developmental Reading Continuum 

 

 

Lastly, behaviors of language-to-print connections were also strengthened in all students 

based on the Reading Behavior Checklist (Appendix F), as shown in Figure 18.  All students 

except for students 5 and 7, progressed through one developmental phase on the Reading 

Continuum (Appendix E). Although students 5 and 7 stayed developing in the same phase as 

before the study, they still made growth in the behaviors of language-to-print connections.  
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Figure 18  

Growth in Language-to-Print Connections on the Developmental Reading Continuum 

 

Based upon the results of the data, experiential learning, interactive reading, and 

interactive writing lessons led to an increase in engagement, comprehension, and language-to-

print connections.  I cannot determine exactly what caused progress as demonstrated on the 

continuum or in the literacy assessments, as I did not have a control group without such 

strategies, but my research on previous studies seems to indicate a high correlation between 

engagement and reading comprehension. While all students made growth and progress along the 

Reading Developmental Continuum, the purposeful and rich experiences tied to interactive 

literacy lessons also motivated students to read and write.  Reading and writing became their 

tools to learn about the world around them.  
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Discussion and Reflection 

Experiential learning based on rich social justice literature and interactive literacy lessons 

produced results beyond literacy growth.  Not only did students’ reading and writing skills 

increase, but the engagement strategies impacted what students noticed and focused on. The 

meaningful literature and experiences allowed students to notice and appreciate the differences 

and diversity of our community and world. Students became aware of community issues and 

began to believe they could make a positive impact. Students developed a sense of agency, and it 

became an important aspect of our classroom identity.  

This action research also supported creative and critical thinking skills in students.  

Implementing these engagement strategies allowed me to integrate all aspects of learning to 

teach meaningful themes such as social justice and kindness. Students were enthusiastic to use 

reading and writing to interact with and make a positive difference in the world. Geometry 

lessons became opportunities for students to use their learning and spread art and kindness to 

others. Science lessons became an opportunity for students to create nonfiction texts to teach 

others. A geography lesson turned into a service-learning project to help people who are 

homeless. Through meaningful, integrated experiences and lessons, students began seeing and 

understanding the world around them as interconnected and that they are important agents of 

change.  

This action research also supported students’ self-efficacy and confidence in literacy. For 

example, at the beginning of the year, two students did not know all their letters and did not have 

one-to-one correspondence with words. Both did not understand yet the difference between a 

letter, a word, and a sentence. Throughout this research project, they grew in confidence and 
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self-efficacy. One of the students said with delight, “I am a reader. I can read!” A few days later, 

the same student stated, “I am a good speller!” with such pride and joy in himself. The other 

student began independently choosing reading and writing work choices, whereas before he 

avoided them. These students even wrote many stories together, including a nonfiction book on 

dinosaurs that they researched. They both started in the Emergent Phase on the Reading 

Developmental Continuum. One student grew to the Print-Focused Phase and the other grew into 

developing in the Consolidation Phase. These are only two examples of students growing in their 

self-efficacy, but all students became confident readers and writers.  They believed themselves to 

be readers and writers, it became part of their identity, and they felt that it was important to share 

their work with others. 

Another positive impact these engagement strategies produced was a strong classroom 

community. School became a place where students wanted to be and they were excited to learn. 

This was proven in their joy, enthusiasm, and comments made during our morning meeting and 

lessons. Comments were made such as, “I am so glad it is Monday!” and “I wish school was on 

the weekends too.” Through our shared experiences, students were able to learn a lot about each 

other which built strong connections between us all. The social aspect of experiential learning, 

interactive read-alouds, and interactive writing contributed to a deeper understanding and 

appreciation of each other. The joy and enthusiasm for learning were contagious as stories, 

laughter, and experiences were shared and was the foundation of our classroom community. 

The students were not the only ones who experienced a transformation throughout this 

research project, but I did as well. Work became a place that I truly wanted to be. My joy and 

passion for teaching came flooding back with these meaningful experiences.  The shared 

experiences allowed me to create a stronger bond and connection with the students than I have 
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ever felt before.  During the summer, usually school is off my mind and nerves come when the 

next school year begins. This summer was completely different as I truly missed seeing the 

students and am excited for the next school year to begin since it means sharing even more 

meaningful learning experiences with these students. Not only did joy, passion, and excitement 

return, but my sense of agency grew with the students’. My awareness of community issues and 

passion for being an agent of change grew as well. I became inspired to help people who are 

homeless as well. I bought small gift certificates from local businesses to pass out while our class 

went geocaching and came upon people who were homeless. I also reached out to the shelters in 

my community to set up volunteer sessions for my family this summer. Now, I don’t only teach 

how small acts of kindness create change, but I live that motto as well.     

The results of this twelve-week study on the effects of engagement were astounding. Not 

only did students become more engaged with literature and writing and improved their skills, but 

they developed awareness of diversity, established a sense of agency, and formed a strong 

classroom community. With this said, I will be continuing the use of experiential learning and 

social justice literature as a foundation and vehicle for interactive read-alouds and interactive 

writing lessons. Along with using social justice literature, I also plan to integrate and align all my 

lessons to the Social Justice Standards created by Teachingtolerance.org (Appendix G). Our class 

did not finish our homelessness action plan we created, so I plan to continue that project as well.  

To improve for next year, I plan to take learning opportunities further and deeper while 

embedding even more reading and writing into them. Our class had many amazing experiences 

this year; I tried new learning experiences and jumped at all opportunities I found for our class. 

Now, I need to plan and support students to dive deeper into the reading and writing connections 

in each experience. For example, we hatched duck and guinea hen eggs. I could have led and 
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supported students in researching the process for caring for the eggs, learn more about the 

species, and how to take care of ducklings and chicks when they hatched. This would have 

brought the learning experience deeper and connected more reading and writing into. I plan to 

use experiences like this, to further their reading and writing engagement and skills.  

Another part of my action plan is to implement more literacy engagement strategies that 

specifically do not require social distancing. Those strategies include more time for choice book 

clubs and guided reading. I plan to use the Reading Developmental Continuum to plan and 

implement flexible strategy groups based on the post assessment data of this action research.   I 

also hope to use strategies that allow students to work in pairs and small groups such as 

dramatizations of texts, buddy reading, and sharing their reading and writing with others.  Lastly, 

I want to incorporate the strategy of reinforcing texts through art and writing by creating artwork 

of their favorite characters or parts of the text, borrowing plots for their own writing, writing a 

sequel, or transforming a text into a different genre. 
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Appendix B 

List of Children’s Literature Mentioned 

Campoy, F. I., & Howell, T. (2020). Maybe something beautiful: how art transformed a 
neighborhood. Findaway World, LLC.  

Paul, M. (2020). One plastic bag: Isatou Ceesay and the recycling women of the Gambia. 
Findaway World, LLC.  

Pimentel, A. B. (2020). All the way to the top: how one girl's fight for Americans with 
disabilities changed everything. Sourcebooks Explore.  

Pulver, R. (2009). Punctuation takes a vacation. Holiday House.  

Yang, K. K. (2021). A Map into the World. Carolrhoda Books.  

Yousafzai, M. (2017). Malala's magic pencil. Little, Brown and Company.  
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Developmental Continuum for Literacy Pg. 4 
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Developmental Continuum for Literacy Pg. 5 
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Developmental Continuum for Literacy Pg. 6
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Developmental Continuum for Literacy Pg. 7
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Developmental Continuum for Literacy Pg. 8
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Developmental Continuum for Literacy Pg. 9
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Developmental Continuum for Literacy Pg. 10
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Appendix F 

Reading Developmental Continuum: Reading Behavior Checklist for Emergent, Print-Focused, 

and Consolidation Phases Pg. 1 
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Reading Developmental Continuum: Reading Behavior Checklist for Emergent, Print-Focused, 
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Reading Developmental Continuum: Reading Behavior Checklist for Emergent, Print-Focused, 

and Consolidation Phases Pg. 6 
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Social Justice Standards Pg. 1 
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i “Not Yet” behaviors are those that are not observed.  “Developing” behaviors are those that are occasionally 
observed or behaviors that still need support and scaffolding. “Consistent” behaviors are those that are consistently 
observed.  


