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Foreword

In 2025, the Texas Association for Literacy Education (TALE) Conference returned to West
Texas—the same area we gathered in right before the COVID shutdown. For those who attended
then, it was a powerful reminder of our TALE community's resilience. People travelled to Midland
from across the state, and while our attendance was not as large as it had been before the COVID
shutdown, it was powerful.

While Gretchen Bernabei could not join us for her keynote due to a family emergency, we were
privileged to learn from a diverse range of speakers. Dr. Elsa Cardefian-Hagan spoke to us about
the importance of bilingual literacy and how language shapes our meaning, especially when
learning a new language. We learned about literacy through the lens of instructional coach Chrissy
Beltran, who has worked with literacy teachers in Texas and has helped to grow instructional
coaches’ knowledge through her podcasts and platform. We ended our time together talking about
stories with children’s book author and TALE supporter, Angela Henderson Smith.

Our goal in this conference was to make sure there was something for everyone: PK- university.
When TALE began, we were filled with university literacy educators, but over the years, that has
begun to shift. I believe that shift is a key reason TALE survived COVID when other organizations
did not. It was my goal to continue to build on that and be intentional about bringing in PK-12
practitioners to share their learning and experiences. I believe we were successful in doing that.
Every session I walked by was full of learning, sparking excited conversations in the main room
and the hallways.

The round table session proved to be one of the most exciting events of the two-day conference.
People sat together, and when they had the option to switch and learn from another table, they
decided to stay and continue their discussions. Many people said that time was the most impactful
for them - an opportunity to sit and share, listen, and learn from others who had similar interests.

Our community also spent valuable social time together; we ate together in the big room, and we
shared stories. New friendships were formed, and new leaders emerged who have taken on roles in
TALE already.
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I am proud of what TALE has accomplished and so honored to have been trusted to lead. As TALE
continues to adjust and adapt to the world around us and the needs of teachers, especially those
who have no traditional pedagogical or literacy training, I look forward to the changes coming
soon: Winter and Summer one-day conferences in different locations, new members to the TALE
Board, and new voices sharing their experiences and joy in literacy education, learning, and
growth.

Thank you for being a part of TALE, and I hope to see you at future TALE events.

Sara Ranzau, Ed.D.

TALE Chair 2024 - 2025
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~ Chapter 1

Interactive Writing: The Missing Link in the
First Grade Writing Workshop

Bethanie Pletcher, Ph.D.

Texas A&M University — Corpus Christi
Tessa Vela

West Oso ISD

Abstract

Interactive writing is a shared pen technique that has largely disappeared from primary grade
classrooms. In this article, we describe the interactive writing process. We then recount the way
one first-grade teacher, Tessa, implemented the strategy with her students by walking the reader
through one lesson. We present how, during this lesson, Tessa organically addressed several
Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills standards by collaboratively writing continuous text.
Finally, we share how this process has impacted the children’s writing habits in Tessa’s
classroom.

Keywords: interactive writing, writing workshop, first-grade

Tessa has just picked up her first-grade students from the gym after physical education class.
They are chattering about something as they walk down the hall. Several tug at the sleeve of
their teacher and tell her the exciting news that they have just won several games of tug-of-war.
Tessa could say, “How wonderful! I can see how excited you all are!” and leave it at that.
Instead, as they enter the classroom and she asks them to take a seat on the carpet in front of the
easel, she seizes this opportunity to create a piece of writing from their shared experience by
continuing the hallway conversation. This is followed by a flurry of exclamations from the
children as they begin to compose and construct a text together.
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What Tessa (also the second author) has
done on this day is to take a small moment
(Calkins, 2003) and document it through
interactive writing, an instructional
technique that engages children in every part
of the writing process. This article presents
the definition and origins of interactive
writing and how Tessa used the technique as
a mini lesson before sending her students off
to write independently during the writing
workshop.

Young children should write every day.
Hearing sounds and recording them on paper
(encoding) leads to increased phonics skills,
and therefore, more robust reading skills
(Graham & Hebert, 2011; Jones et al.,
2010). A recent survey reported that leading
literacy researchers indicated that writing
should be emphasized in the body of
literature related to literacy (Grote-Garcia et
al., 2025). In the past few years, however,
there has been an emphasis on phonics,
especially isolated phonics instruction, in
primary grade classrooms (MacPhee et al.,
2021; Tierney & Pearson, 2024; Wyse &
Hacking, 2024). This has resulted in a lack
of time devoted to providing children with
authentic writing experiences, such as those
that occur during interactive writing.

The predecessor to interactive writing is
shared writing. Shared writing, an
instructional method where the teacher holds
the writing utensil while the children dictate
what to write, evolved from the Language
Experience Approach (LEA) (Lamoreaux &
Lee, 1943; Warner, 1963). LEA is a
technique where the child dictates a sentence
or two for the teacher to write. Interactive
writing is an instructional technique where
the teacher and children orally compose a
text and “share the pen” to construct it
(McCarrier et al., 1999). Usually, the teacher
sits beside an easel with chart paper while
the children sit in a group area in front of the

easel so they can see the text. This process is
designed for children in grades pre-
kindergarten through second, but can be
modified with students in the upper
elementary grades. The materials needed are
an easel, chart paper, broad-tip markers, and
white-out tape, although magnetic letters
and other references for spelling are useful.
Lessons are not lengthy (10-15 minutes) and
can be taught in a whole or small group
setting. There is also minimal planning
because strategies and skills will emerge
throughout the lesson, thus providing in-the-
moment teaching.

Interactive writing is a venue for
communicating with an audience. It also
allows the teacher to interact with children
in ways that may not be possible during
other parts of the school day because of the
many opportunities for conversation.
Additionally, rather than “skill and drill”
activities, interactive writing is a setting
where children can transfer oral language to
written language and practice literacy
strategies and skills.

An Interactive Writing Lesson Example

Each interactive writing lesson begins with a
lively discussion designed to prime the
students for writing (McCarrier et al., 2018).
Writing topics are generated during
meaningful conversations between the
children and the teacher. These
conversations should be natural and genuine,
revolving around a shared experience (e.g.,
books that have been shared, playground
occurrences). What follows is the
conversation that ensued on the day of the
“big win” in physical education (P.E.) class.

[When Tessa and I, a local university
professor and researcher, pick up the
children from P.E., several of them share
with us a “big event” that has just happened.
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Back in the classroom, the children are
seated on the carpet in front of the easel.]

Teacher: So, what was so exciting
about P.E.?!

Student: We won at tug-of-war out of
all the first-grade classes!

[Several other students chime in to
contribute their version of the story.
There are some differing opinions as
to exactly what happened.]

Teacher: Is that something that
maybe we could write about?

After the topic is established, the teacher
then leads the children in a conversation to
determine what they will say and write
about the topic. This conversation supports
the oral composition of the text, and
although the teacher may ask questions to
elaborate on the students’ ideas, they should
not dictate how the sentence(s) should be
recorded. The following dialogue illustrates
this practice.

Teacher: What do we want to say?
Someone tell me what happened first.

Student 1: The first time we lost, but
then we started winning.

Student 2: We lost first in tug-of-war.

Once the children agree on the oral version
of the story, it is time to construct it on
paper. The teacher begins by leading the
children in the rehearsal of the first sentence
they will write. This helps the children hold
the text in their heads to write each new
word. The teacher then invites individual
children to come to the easel and contribute
to the text. Teachers may call for volunteers,
call on students using an equity system (e.g.,
pulling names out of a container), or
purposefully call on students whom they
know will engage in a task that they can
control with some guided practice.

Because the final written text should be free
of errors, there should be a “practice page,”
where children can work on forming letters,
high-frequency words, and spelling before
writing in the main text. The teacher uses
this “mediation tool” (Williams et al., 2012)
to scaffold children’s use of the alphabetic
principle. In this lesson, Tessa used the
practice page in the following ways: “Let’s
practice the letter g here before we write it
in our story,” and “Let’s use boxes to hear
all the parts of that word.” In the following
interaction, the teacher is scaffolding the
students through the work of writing their
first sentence.

Teacher: What's the first word we 're
gonna write?

Students: we
Teacher: What'’s the next word?
Students: lost first

[Student is at the easel writing the
words. ]

Teacher: What'’s next?
Student 1: t-u-g. 77
Teacher: Yes. Let’s say tug-of-war.

[Another student comes to the easel
to write. ]

Students: tug of war.

Teacher: It’s three words with a dash
between each.

Teacher: What happened next?

Interactive writing helps to build a strong
connection between reading and writing as
children are rereading the text frequently,
sometimes after every word written (Hall et
al., 2014). In this setting, after the children
and the teacher had written a few words, the
teacher said, “Let’s go back and read what
we’ve written so far, so we can hold the
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story in our head.” Again, this is a strategy
that young children should be encouraged to
use while they are writing, as they may
forget their story.

When the teacher and the children reach a
good place to stop, the teacher summarizes
the lesson by reiterating a teaching point,
revisiting what was written, and extending
the lesson. These actions are crucial
components of the interactive writing
process because they support the transfer of
skills and strategies to children’s
independent writing (Roth & Guinee, 2011).
For example, here is how Tessa reviewed a
strategy the children used during the lesson
and invited them to try it out on their own.

Teacher: When you go back to your
seats to write, do you need to ask
how to spell

words?
Students: No!
Student 1: You could ask for help.

Teacher: You could, but there’s a lot
of you and only one teacher. Can we
help all of you spell all your words
all the time?

Student 2: Nope!

Student 3: You have to practice by
doing it yourself!

Teacher: Can I show you what 1
would do if  wanted to write a
word? I can say it slowly.

I can also practice it up here.
[Teacher points to the practice page]

[Teacher demonstrates on the
practice page, saying the word
slowly while she writes it
and spells the word T-I-M-S.]
Teacher: I can look at my word, and
even if [ haven't spelled it perfectly,
is that ok?
Students: Yes!
Teacher: Am I gonna be able to read
my story?
Students: Yes!/
Teacher: Remember, when you 're
writing today, if you want to spell
something and
you re not sure, be brave! It’s ok if
you don’t get it quite right.
Finally, Tessa says, “Off you go!” This is a
signal to the children to go to their writing
spots and work on their own stories so that
they can try some of the strategies they
learned during the lesson.

Figure 1

Interactive Writing

ol
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Figure 2

s

Final writing product of “The Big Win.’

Standards Taught During Tessa’s
Interactive Writing Lesson

During each interactive writing lesson,
Tessa seamlessly and organically taught
several Texas Essential Knowledge and
Skills (TEKS) standards. Here are three
examples of how she embedded oral
language, word solving, spelling, and early
print concepts into lessons.

By devoting time to the conversations before
picking up the pen to write, Tessa’s students
had many opportunities to expand their oral
language, as indicated in the following
TEKS (Texas Education Agency, 2017):

e 10.3(1)(A): listen actively, ask
relevant questions to clarify
information, and answer
questions using multi-word
responses;

e 110.3(1)(C): share information
and ideas about the topic under
discussion, speaking clearly at an
appropriate pace and using the
conventions of language; and

e 110.3(1)(D): work
collaboratively with others by
following agreed-upon rules for

discussion, including listening to
others, speaking when
recognized, and making
appropriate contributions.
One poignant example of this process was
how Tessa reminded students, “Hold the
story in your heads so you remember it.”
The children accomplished this by
rehearsing the story aloud several times. It is
important that young children engage in this
process as it builds on existing oral language
and helps make it easier to write fluently
(Cabell et al., 2011; Myhill & Jones, 2009).

Constructing a text together provided
countless opportunities for Tessa’s students
to hear and record sounds in words, thus
practicing phonemic awareness and phonics
skills listed in the TEKS (Texas Education
Agency, 2017), such as:

e 110.3(C)(1) spelling words with
closed syllables, open syllables, VCe
syllables, vowel teams, and r-
controlled syllables;

e 110.3(C)(ii) spelling words with
initial and final consonant blends,
digraphs, and trigraphs;

e 110.3(C)(iii) spelling words using
sound-spelling patterns; and
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e 110.3(C)(iv) spelling high-frequency
words from a research-based list.

During lessons, the children and teacher said
words slowly to hear each phoneme and
recorded the corresponding letters to those
phonemes. For example, Tessa and her
students stretched out the word big, and the
child at the easel wrote bog. Tessa
responded with, “Let’s say the word big
again slowly and think about which part
needs to be changed.” The children also
used their ongoing word wall to help them
spell words like the and we. Practicing these
skills in the context of writing continuous
text helps to provide context, thus ensuring
transfer to children’s independent writing
(Cabell et al., 2022; Graham et al., 2018).

Interactive writing is a powerful method for
teaching children about print concepts. The
teacher and children write a text in large
format, making it easier to demonstrate
directionality, spacing, letter formation, and
other concepts. The TEKS objectives
associated with these skills are:
e 110.3(D) demonstrate print
awareness by identifying the information
that different parts of a book provide;
e 110.3(D)(viii) capitalization for the
beginning of sentences and the pronoun
“p.
e 110.3(D)(ix) punctuation marks at
the end of declarative, exclamatory, and
interrogative sentences; and
e 110.3(F) develop handwriting by
printing words, sentences, and answers
legibly, leaving appropriate spaces
between words.
During the construction phase of each
lesson, Tessa helped the children use “finger
spaces” between words and add punctuation
where needed (e.g., “Let’s add a big, fat
juicy period!”). She also asked them to show
the class where to start writing on the page
and when to use an upper- or lowercase

letter. Using the practice page to work on
letter formation was also a key part of each
lesson (e.g., “The letter k has a kickstand.
Practice it on the practice page.”)

The Impact of Interactive Writing
Lessons on Students’ Writing

At first, the thought of incorporating another
lesson into the daily routine seemed like an
undertaking. Between planning, progress
monitoring, and managing 20 first-graders,
Tessa was overwhelmed to say the least.
However, it was through these lessons that
she was able to observe student growth in
one of the most natural ways.

Most first-graders want to talk about their
favorite cartoons or animals, which also
translates to what they want to write about.
Students struggled to generate writing topics
that went beyond these “my favorite” and “I
like” statements. At first, her students did
not think they had a lot to write about, but
through conversations, they realized they
had had many experiences and that they also
have imaginations. Through carefully
selected mentor texts and class discussions,
students were granted the opportunity to
think for themselves. Tessa found that
choice is one of the most valuable guidelines
to incorporate into lessons. Students can run
with ideas discussed as a class or follow
where their imaginations lead them.

One of the most poignant examples of this
that Tessa observed in her classroom was
with one student, James (pseudonym).
James struggled academically in
kindergarten and first- grade with decoding
and encoding print. However, given the
venue to write stories that were entirely his
own and having the opportunity to read
them aloud during sharing time, James
blossomed as a writer. He frequently
volunteered to read his stories to his peers,
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even if he was reciting most of them from
his memory. James’s classmates always
applauded his stories (especially the one
about the dinosaur who ate cheeseburgers)
and gave him suggestions on how he might
add to his story.

Through interactive writing lessons, Tessa’s
students were given opportunities to be
creative risk-takers. She found that, because
of these lessons, children were more
forgiving of themselves and their classmates
when they made spelling or grammar errors.
They congratulated each other on small wins
and reassured one another when attempting
to spell big words. Tessa’s lessons were safe
and unbiased spaces to explore ideas and
discuss the craft of writing. In the words of
her students’ favorite fearless educator, Mrs.
Frizzle, interactive writing lessons are when
students can “take chances, make mistakes,
and get messy!”

Conclusion

During her teaching in the opening vignette,
Tessa could have chosen to teach her children
oral language, concepts of print, and
phonemic awareness skills in isolation only.
Although there is a time and place for discrete
instruction of early literacy concepts,
interactive writing offers an organic and
meaningful venue for children to practice
these skills under the guidance of their
teacher. Teachers can implement interactive
writing alongside most any writing program
and during any content area instruction.
Tessa offered her children the space to tell
their stories as they shared the process of
negotiating a topic and composing and
constructing the text.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Dr.Bethanie Pletcher, Texas A&M
University, Corpus Christi, 6300 Ocean Drive, ECDC 206, Corpus Christi, TX 78412.

Email: bethanie.pletcher@tamucc.edu
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~ Chapter 2

History in Action: Creating Children’s Books for
K-3 Social Studies Curriculum

Leah Carruth, Ph.D.
Angelo State University

Carlos A. Flores, Jr., Ed.D.
Angelo State University

Abstract

Despite its foundational role in Texas education, social studies instruction has declined,
with many candidates reporting ineffective teaching experiences and low confidence to teach
social studies to their future students. Many districts are now combining social studies instruction
with Reading and Language Arts Instruction and not giving any dedicated time to social studies.
Social studies often evokes negative reactions from teacher candidates due to its traditional
presentation as rote memorization. This perception undermines its potential to foster informed
citizenship and critical thinking. To address this, innovative strategies like creating classroom
books for student use in the classroom on social studies topics can enhance candidates' content
knowledge and pedagogical skills, allowing candidates to deepen their understanding of social
studies content while developing materials for future classrooms. This approach of teacher
candidates creating classroom books emphasizes the importance of meaningful social studies
education. This project aims to transform negative perceptions and foster enthusiasm for
teaching this vital subject.

Keywords: social studies, book creation, confidence building, literacy

"Social studies is boring!" teacher candidates in Social Studies

"Please let me teach anything else." Methods courses, often accompanied by an

"It is just a bunch of dates and audible sigh of dread. While social studies is

names—how can anyone remember one of five content areas EC-6 and 4-8

all that?" Generalist teacher candidates are required to
Sound familiar? These can be common test on to receive a teacher certification, it
complaints among EC-6 and 4-8 Generalist continues to be an area where teacher
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candidates struggle to pass. Each semester, a
new group enters the course, many wishing
they could be anywhere else. But why does
social studies evoke such a strong negative
reaction? More than likely, it is partially
based on how teacher candidates were
taught when they were in school.

Social studies can be one of the most
engaging and meaningful subjects in the
curriculum. Unfortunately, it can have a
reputation for not being taught well. When
presented as a list of names and dates to
memorize, it is no wonder it can feel
disconnected from real life. Strong social
studies instruction is crucial—not only for
academic development, but for preparing
young learners to become thoughtful,
informed citizens.

Unfortunately, the teaching of social studies
in elementary classrooms has been on the
decline in recent years, as it is now being
taught within other disciplines, such as
Reading, Language Arts, and may not have
its own dedicated time (Pace, 2012;
Haverback, 2017). Although social studies is
required to be taught in all grade levels K-12
in Texas, it may be pushed aside for other
subjects. According to a 2018 survey,
elementary teachers spent an average of 16
minutes a day on social studies content,
compared to 89 minutes in Reading
Language Arts, 57 minutes in math, and just
18 minutes in science instruction (Schwartz,
2024). As a direct comparison, according to
Perie, Baker, and Bobbitt (1997), social
studies was taught for an average of 2.9
hours per week across first through fourth
grade classrooms.

Challenges in Providing Quality Social
Studies Instruction

Social studies is foundational for all Texas
students, beginning in prekindergarten.
According to the Texas Prekindergarten

Guidelines (Texas Education Agency,
2022), students as young as four learn about
identity, community roles, basic needs,
geography, and civics—skills and
knowledge that lay the groundwork for K—
12 learning and life beyond graduation.

Topics covered in the Texas Prekindergarten
Guidelines include:

e Similarities and differences
among individuals

e Routines and life events

¢ Basic needs (food, clothing,
shelter)

e Community helpers

e Landforms and maps

e Symbols like the Texas and U.S.
flags

e Voting and pledges of allegiance

Because pre-kindergarten is not universally
required, many of these foundational
concepts reappear in the kindergarten Texas
Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) to
ensure continuity.

Although the TEKS standards include social
studies standards in each grade level, many
schools and districts are deciding to teach
social studies during English Language Arts
and Reading (ELAR) time; Schwartz (2024)
reported that some elected to include social
studies topics as part of the ELAR
curriculum as prescribed readings. For
example, this can look like a short story
about the famous American inventor,
Alexander Graham Bell. Since Bell is
mentioned in the story, it is taught without
further exploration of the inventor’s impact
on our world today. Consequently, EC-6
teacher candidates may not be prepared to
provide adequate social studies instruction
to their students, partially due to their
inability to experience social studies content
being taught, beginning with their field
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experiences within teacher certification
programs.

Without quality interactions with social
studies teachers and content during field
experiences, teacher candidates are not
likely to have high self-confidence regarding
their ability to teach social studies content.
According to a course assignment based on
social studies content and pedagogy, many
teacher candidates have reported that their
social studies instruction consisted of
watching videos for each chapter instead of
learning through instructional strategies.
Feedback from this assignment indicated our
teacher candidates often watched videos
while the teacher read a book, watched
something else, or left the room entirely
during the class period as part of their social
studies instruction. Multiple teacher
candidates reflected on how the teachers
provided worksheets, with no direct
instruction on any of the social studies
material.

Another factor that impacts quality teaching
is the lack of confidence to teach social
studies. Haverback’s (2017) study assessed
pre-service teachers’ self-efficacy, or the
belief in oneself to complete a task, as it
relates to social studies; success in a skill,
such as teaching a lesson, was found to
increase the confidence the pre-service
teacher has towards the topic.

Teacher candidates should be equipped upon
graduating from an Educator Preparation
Program (EPP) to begin teaching the
subjects on their first day. According to
Hughes, Deigo-Dedrano, and Nix (2015),
whereas there is a need for faculty and
teacher candidates to understand the
importance of content knowledge, it is
evident that a potential practice of “teaching
the way you were taught” (p. 2) is still
possible without a strong foundation in the

subject. This simply means that rather than
using best pedagogical practices for teaching
social studies content, teacher candidates
may revert to strategies that do not allow for
student engagement if they do not possess
sufficient content knowledge. Best
pedagogical practices for early childhood
classrooms are “developmentally
appropriate, offer contributions to the
school/culture, and support specific skills
related to social emotional expectations,
approaches to learning, and social skills”
(Villotti & Berson, 2019, para. 6).

Teacher candidates need to keep this in
mind as they venture into their own
classroom and not fall back on the way they
were taught social studies. Utilizing
innovative projects like the classroom books
discussed below can assist in preparing the
teacher candidates to work with their
students. The students are now able to
access books on individuals listed in the
TEKS for their grade level, written
specifically for them. This also gives them a
sense of accomplishment as they can read
these books, which were created by the
teacher candidates, and understand them as
they are written.

Creating Classroom Books: A Creative
Instructional Strategy

Creating classroom books based on social
studies content found in the state standards
is one strategy to assist teacher candidates in
examining their content knowledge.
Creating the books is also a new strategy to
adopt for use in their future classrooms.
Completion guidelines can be set for a
particular student expectation. Our teacher
candidates created books that were required
to have 20 pages with a maximum of 10
illustrations, a table of contents, a glossary if
needed, and a cover page. The books were to
be in a picture book format, offering a good
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balance of text and illustrations. Candidates
were not allowed to use any Artificial
Intelligence (Al) software for the content of
the book, but were allowed to use it when
generating illustrations. The text was
designed to be read aloud by the classroom
teacher or enjoyed by the classroom student
as they read to themself. The readability of
the text was expected to be at least two
grade levels above the grade level of the
TEKS. For example, George Washington is
introduced in kindergarten, requiring the
book to be written at a minimum of a 2nd-
grade reading level. The readability level
was a requirement since these books were
intended to be used as read-aloud texts for social
studies lessons. Teacher candidates created
digital books that will be housed on a Google
Site as a repository for all books created by this
and future classes.

Book Creation Guidelines

Our candidates found that a limited number
of children’s books are available for
multiple topics within the K-3 social studies
curriculum, as texts are typically presented
to meet higher grade level mastery. To help
remedy this, teacher candidates in our
course created children’s literature based on
a few historical figures found in the TEKS,
including George Washington, Abraham
Lincoln, Martin Luther King Jr., Thurgood
Marshall, Irma Rangel, Theodore Roosevelt,
Benjamin Banneker, Stephen F. Austin, Jose
Antonio Navarro, Sam Houston, and Daniel
Boone. Bilingual books for George
Washington and Abraham Lincoln were also
created. These books were written for
students in lower grades, as books for these
individuals are usually written for 4th grade
or above.

Faculty members can use student-created
materials as a form of a final project, rather
than a research paper. One teacher educator
has used a similar approach using Open

Educational Resources (OER), allowing
candidates to become published authors and
skilled in critical analysis of a topic before
graduation (Chu, n.d.). It is critical to
engage teacher candidates in generating
classroom materials to enhance their own
learning, ultimately increasing teacher
candidates’ social studies content knowledge
and their confidence to teach such content.

Book Creation Resources

Teacher candidates can select from a variety
of free resources to use in creating their text,
exploring different book creation
applications that are user-friendly for
elementary students. This hands-on
experience may enhance their future
classroom instruction based on their
experiences during this project. Each of
these resources is free, or has a free option,
and has collaborative features, allowing K-
12 students and educators to work together
from any location.

e Google Slides: Google Slides is a
powerful presentation tool that
allows users to create dynamic and
engaging presentations
collaboratively. Its extensive library
of themes, templates, and multimedia
options allows users to create
visually stunning presentations,
while educators can easily share a
template for candidates to copy
through Google Classroom. A key
feature of Google Slides is the ability
to customize the page setup,
allowing users to choose from wide-
screen, standard slideshow formats,
or specific dimensions, such as an
8.5x11 sheet of paper, which
enhances readability and simplifies
printing.

e (Canva: Canva is a popular resource
that empowers candidates to create
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visually appealing books using pre-
designed templates or custom-sized
options. With its user-friendly
interface and extensive design
features, Canva ensures candidates
can produce professional-quality
work with ease. Canva also contains
paid features, but candidates were
not required to purchase these
options.

Padlet: Padlet boards can be shared
via a link, allowing users to
collaborate in real-time to gather
ideas, feedback, and resources from
multiple contributors. Users can
customize their boards' appearance
by changing backgrounds, layouts,
and design elements, ensuring a
visually appealing experience.
Additionally, Padlet offers various
privacy options and integrates with
other tools, making it versatile for
educational use.

Book Creator: Book Creator is an
intuitive app that enables users to
create and publish interactive digital
books. It offers a variety of
customizable templates and tools for
adding text, images, audio, and
video, allowing for rich multimedia
experiences. With options to export
books in multiple formats, such as
ePub and PDF, Book Creator makes
it easy to share creations with a wide
audience. Its user-friendly interface
encourages creativity and
storytelling, making it a valuable

resource for educators and students
alike.

Align the content to specific TEKS
to ensure instructional value. This
can be accomplished by assigning
historical figures or other social
studies content directly from the
TEKS. Conducting a standard
deconstruction can help ensure
teacher candidates understand the
information in the TEKS. The
standard deconstruction process
involves breaking down the standard
into action verbs, important
vocabulary, and skills taught to
ensure teacher candidates understand
the content being addressed in each
standard.

Use readability checkers to match
required levels. A readability
checker uses a formula to determine
if the text is at the appropriate
reading level for the intended
audience. Items analyzed during the
process can include sentence length,
word complexity (syllables in
words), and the writing structure.
Many readability checkers exist;
however, be aware that some of the
vocabulary and names within social
studies TEKS will automatically
increase the readability level, for
example, specific content words such
as names of historical figures or
important places in history. Consider
having teacher candidates replace
names of historical figures with a
pronoun or a place with a general
noun before doing the readability
test. Including a glossary or index at
the end of the books will assist in

defining the higher-level or specific
vocabulary in child-friendly terms.

While there were both trials and celebrations * Provide rubrics that emphasize
throughout the process of the assignment, creativity, accuracy, and

there were some important ideas and developmentally appropriate
reflections to guide further projects: practices. Creativity can be difficult

Key Ideas and Reflections
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to grade; however, utilizing a rubric
can assist since teacher candidates
will automatically know the
requirements.

e Encourage peer reviews to foster
collaboration and accountability. As
teacher candidates are building
classroom resources for themselves
and colleagues, it will assist them in
internalizing the rubric and content if
they are provided the opportunity to
review peers' work at various stages
in the writing process.

e Use Al for image creation. Al is
popular and has free versions, but
guidelines must be set on how to use
Al when creating content. Bias is a
genuine concern when using Al,
including the images it creates, since
Al generates information from all
other content digital resources across
the expanse of the Internet. Images
should be examined for stereotypes,
artistic styles, and factual renditions
of the content being written. Many
issues were discovered when using
Al to create illustrations for the
books in this course due to
stereotypes (some offensive) used by
the software. These stereotypes were
an unexpected issue, and future
rubrics for this project will require
teacher candidates to examine their
Al-generated images for bias before
using the images in their children’s
book.

The completed books were outstanding
examples of what teacher candidates can do
when they strive to complete projects they
value and see as transferable skills for their
own teaching. The teacher candidates had
some frustrations during this project, with a
lack of time being the primary complaint.
Some teacher candidates felt creating the
books was not a transferable skill, while
many others stated they were creating
specialized books for individual students
with specific needs, and some created books
for emergent bilingual students in their
classrooms. In the end, a good set of
classroom-ready books was created, ranging
from comic books to factual guides on a
historical figure. We believe this was a solid
project and look forward to continuing to
add to it while keeping these takeaways in
mind as we refine this project each semester.

Final Thoughts

Reimagining how we teach social studies
begins with how we prepare teachers. By
equipping teacher candidates with
meaningful, hands-on strategies and
emphasizing real-world relevance, we can
move past the stereotypes (such as the idea
that social studies is boring or that it is a
subject that is too hard to teach because it is
all about dates) and spark a passion for
teaching this vital subject. Social studies
does not have to be boring. In fact, it can be
one of the most powerful tools for shaping
informed, empathetic, and engaged learners.
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Figure 1

Book Creation Guidelines

The purpose of this project is to:
Create books for K-3 classrooms about historical figures
Increase understanding of who the important people in the TEKS are
Learn a skill to teach your own students (book creation)

Use Al for picture formatting and check for accuracy/bias

The book must include the following:

Minimum of 10 pages front and back (total of 20 pages)

No more than 5 full-page spreads (pictures)

No more than 5 half-page spreads (pictures)

Table of contents and index, or glossary of terms

Timeline of events

10 pages of full text (Think about appropriateness for the grade level. A
readability checker will be provided.)

©C © O O O O

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Dr. Leah Carruth, Angelo State
University. Email: leah.carruth@angelo.edu
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~ Chapter 3

Building a Stronger Bridge: Increasing Oral
Reading Fluency in Secondary Striving Readers

Chae D’Ann Ray, M.Ed., NBCT, Student
The University of Texas Rio Grande Valley

Abstract

This summary paper presents an adaptation of an existing comprehension-focused intervention to
intentionally integrate fluency instruction for secondary readers. Classroom implementation
highlighted gains in student fluency and confidence in engaging with complex nonfiction texts.
The author asserts that a flexible intervention approach offers a feasible structure for embedding
Oral Reading Fluency practice into intervention spaces that traditionally prioritize silent reading

and comprehension strategy instruction.

Keywords: oral reading fluency, intervention, adolescent literacy, classroom practice,

comprehension

The National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) Oral Reading Fluency
(ORF) study found a strong correlation
between students performing below NAEP
Basic and poor fluency in reading of
connected text (White et al., 2021). This
correlation suggests that inadequate ORF
can be an indicator of low reading
proficiency and a hurdle impeding
adolescent readers in accessing the complex
text required in secondary grades (Rasinski
et al., 2005). Yet, prioritization of fluency
instruction often concludes in primary
grades, despite it being an essential

component of reading comprehension and
proficiency (Paige & Magpuri-Lavell,
2014).

On the 2024 administration of the NAEP
Reading Assessment, only 31% of fourth
graders and 33% of eighth graders achieved
at or above Proficient (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2024). In addition, 40%
of fourth graders and 33% of eighth graders
performed below NAEP Basic, the highest
percentage recorded for eighth grade,
continuing a steady decline in reading
achievement since 2017 (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2024). Despite the lack
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of achievement level descriptors (ALDs) for
Below Basic, the NAEP ORF study provides
educators with some understanding of
instructional needs for striving adolescent
readers.

In recognition of declining NAEP scores,
district literacy leaders are working to
support students across grade levels, and
many are turning to reading intervention,
defined as an educational program, product,
practice, or policy aimed at improving
student outcomes (Cognition and
Technology Group et al., 2016). Though the
research points to improving fluency as a
way to support striving readers in secondary
schools, secondary ELA curricula do not
often provide explicit opportunities for ORF,
given that much of what secondary students
are required to do is silent (Fisher et al.,
2025; Kuhn & Schwanenflugel, 2018;
Rasinski et al., 2005). This is a summary of
an instructional, research-based practice in
supporting striving adolescent readers with
OREF during a comprehension-focused
intervention.

Literature Review
What is so Important About ORF?

A false dichotomy persists: students in
kindergarten through second grade have a
primary reading focus of learning to read,
while in third grade and beyond, students’
primary focus is reading to learn (Torgesen,
1998; Cervetti & Hiebert, 2018). However,
national reading achievement data contradict
this assumption, suggesting that many
students in secondary grades struggle with
foundational literacy skills (National Center
for Education Statistics, 2024). ORF,
measured by a student’s ability to read text
with speed, accuracy, and proper expression,
plays a critical role in students’ ability to
comprehend text (Kuhn & Schwanenflugel,
2018; Paige et al., 2012). Without adequate

fluency, a student’s brain utilizes a great
deal of cognitive real estate when reading,
leaving little room for making meaning of
the text (Wang et al., 2018; Fisher et al.,
2025; LaBerge & Samuels, 1974). This
reality highlights a need for purposeful ORF
practice in the space where it is least likely
to occur: the secondary ELA classroom.

How Can ORF be Supported During a
Comprehension-Focused Intervention?

The intervention framework utilized in the
research-based instructional practice
detailed in this paper is an adapted version
of Collaborative Strategic Reading (CSR).
CSR is a multicomponent reading approach
developed to help students improve reading
comprehension while maximizing student
engagement through cooperative groups
(The IRIS Center, 2008; Klingner &
Vaughn, 1998). Typically, a CSR lesson
consists of three sections: before, during,
and after reading. In the Before Reading
section, students spend time previewing the
text they will read, focusing on
brainstorming about the topic and predicting
what will be learned from the text. In the
During Reading section, students read and
make meaning of the text, working through
Clicks (ideas that make sense) and Clunks
(words or concepts that confuse) by
applying self-monitoring strategies to clarify
difficult portions of the text. Lastly, students
move into After Reading, where the focus is
on asking questions about important
information and reviewing what was
learned.

The flexible nature of the framework allows
for explicit instruction, progress monitoring,
and collaboration, and using ORF in
cooperative learning groups. As students
take turns reading, formative data can be
gathered to determine how students are
reading with accuracy, speed, and
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appropriate expression. Serving as a
facilitator rather than the leader of the group,
there is time to allow students multiple
reads, correct any mispronunciations that
occur, and model fluent reading (Klingner &
Vaughn, 1998). Furthermore, the
cooperative group framework allows
students to practice reading aloud in a safer
environment rather than reading in front of a
large classroom of students. Teachers are
encouraged to have students engage with
expository texts, which often make up more
than 50% of the reading on state
assessments (The IRIS Center, 2008;
Klingner & Vaughn, 1998).

Adapting CSR to Support Fluency

While the research behind CSR provides a
strong framework, its impact became clear
in my sixth-grade classroom. My students
represented an array of needs: many students
were identified as intermediate in their
language acquisition journey, many utilized
an [EP for learning support, and many
students struggled with word recognition
that deeply impacted their ability to
comprehend grade-level complex text. To
support my students, I adapted the CSR
framework as a daily support during my
ELA block throughout the year to strengthen
my students’ ability to read and comprehend
complex expository text and build
knowledge regarding our current unit of
study. I soon realized it also served as an
opportunity to support my students in ORF.
In treating my students’ ORF as observable
and worthy of noticing, I was able to adjust
my intervention and regularly reflect on
what was noticed (Mason, 2002).
Enhancing CSR with Previewing
Vocabulary

Drawing on research regarding vocabulary
instruction and advanced decoding
(Marzano, 2012; Gilbert et al., 2013), I

adapted the Before Reading portion of the
CSR framework, making room for word
work. With only 25 minutes for intervention,
this moment needed to be quick and
effective. To achieve this, I preselected two
text-specific multisyllabic vocabulary words
that students were likely unfamiliar with in
practice. I first informed students we would
look at two words that would be
encountered in the text, and I pronounced
the words, stressing each syllable at least
two times, and asked students to do the
same. Next, without forcing students to
guess the meaning of the word, I provided a
student-friendly definition that students
copied. This modification in the framework
supported students in reading the new text
fluently because they were less likely to
struggle with the pronunciation of the word.
Secondly, they already had context for the
word, supporting them in understanding the
surface code of the text (Hennessy, 2020).

Enhancing CSR with Modeled and
Repeated Reading

For CSR, Klingner and Vaughn (1998)
suggest providing ongoing support with
difficult words and modeling while students
work cooperatively (p. 37). The During
Reading section began with me modeling
fluent reading of the first section of the text,
ensuring correct prosody, rate, and accuracy.
As students took turns reading, repeated
reading was used to correct and support
students at the point of error. This provided
an opportunity for the students to practice
reading fluently, as well as ensuring the
group heard a fluent reading of each portion
of the text. Additionally, I noted the
frequency and types of student miscues,
utilizing that data for further differentiated
support.
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Reflections from the Classroom

Initially, in using the adapted CSR
framework consistently with my students,
with struggling readers engaging at least
twice a week, I familiarized myself with
students’ internal reading voice. My theory
of action was that if I could train that voice
to read with automaticity and prosody, then
conversations about texts would be more
fruitful, leading to stronger comprehension
and more accurate mental models of
nonfiction texts (Cochran-Smith & Lytle,
2009; Paige et al., 2012).

While holding the responsibility of training
teachers on my campus regarding the
adapted version of CSR, I recorded two
small-group intervention sessions 36 days
apart, providing me an opportunity to reflect
on my own practice as well as student
reading behaviors. The reflections captured
students demonstrating habits indicating
they viewed reading fluently as essential to
their understanding and showed increased
confidence in reading complex, grade-level
expository text. I noticed that rather than
guessing, skipping, or asking for help to
pronounce a word, students were working to
decode any words giving them trouble. In
the cooperative learning groups, some
students volunteered to read aloud rather
than waiting to be called on, indicating
greater confidence in their oral reading
abilities. There was also a notable shift in
students’ readiness to discuss what was read,
asking questions indicative of both the text
base and blossoming mental models
(Hennessy, 2020). These noticings, while
anecdotal, appear to show the intended
purpose of cooperative reading (Vaughn et
al., 2022) and reflect a practitioner’s inquiry
stance, rooted in noticing and reflection to
inform instruction (Cochran-Smith & Lytle,
2009; Mason, 2002).

Implications for Intervention

Given the research showing that adolescent
interventions with one-sided approaches
tend to have weaker results overall,
educators should first be clear about which
students need the intervention, the focus of
the intervention, and why the intervention
matters (Shanahan, 2024; Filderman et al.,
2021b). In acknowledgement that there is no
finite moment in early grades that signifies
the end of foundational skills instruction,
educators should also consider selecting a
multicomponent approach to reading
intervention to support adolescent readers as
they progress toward reading to learn with
understanding (Opatz & Kocherhans, 2024;
Hurwitz et al., 2022; Vaughn et al., 2016;
Shanahan, 2024). To build fluency within
the intervention time, research supports wide
reading to expand background knowledge,
increased exposure to a broad range of genre
types, as well as focused time devoted to
word skills like morphology and
multisyllabic decoding (Rasinski et al.,
2016; Fisher et al., 2025). Another major
consideration is the involvement of students
in the learning process, with special
attention toward motivation and self-
efficacy (Shanahan, 2024; Fisher et al.,
2025).

Understanding the who, what, why, and how
of an intervention supporting adolescent
literacy, specifically the role fluency plays,
could increase the likelihood of positive
student outcomes. Achieving this requires
flexibility of use within the program,
opportunities for teacher-led instruction, as
well as explicit instruction of reading skills
(Bippert & Harmon, 2016b; Kim et al.,
2017). This research-based instructional
practice and guidance are not without
limitations. Future research could more
closely examine how fluency instruction
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enhances student understanding and
comprehension in intervention settings.

Conclusion

The voices of adolescent learners deserve to
be heard rather than stifled. As this article
illustrates, through research and classroom
noticings, there is value in frequent and
supported opportunities for oral reading in
secondary settings. Given what the nation’s
NAEP data is reporting, a multicomponent
intervention should not be absent in the
secondary space (Opatz & Kocherhans,
2024). Intervention that offers flexibility,
structure, and explicit instruction help build

a stronger bridge for students in reading
proficiency, especially in ORF (Fisher et al.,
2025).

ORF and grade-level comprehension are
cultivated through intentional practice,
supported discourse, and meaningful peer
collaboration. When grounded in routine and
wide reading of texts, students are provided
a space to practice reading fluently, receive
feedback, and cooperatively make meaning
of grade-level complex text. Not only can
students harness these crucial reading skills,
but they can also boost their confidence as
readers, creating space for both academic
risk and reward.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Chae D’Ann Ray, The University
of Texas Rio Grande Valley. Email: chae.ray0l@utrgv.edu
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Abstract

This paper describes a yearlong collaboration between a literacy professor, pre-service teachers
enrolled in an undergraduate Children’s Literature course, and community partners in a
neighboring K-12 school. The partners collaborated to implement a motivational reading
program for elementary students based on the Texas Bluebonnet Award booklist. Pre-service
teachers participated in service-learning—a pedagogy that is also a high-impact practice used in
higher education settings—as they applied course content in a practical and meaningful way. The
authors describe the chronology of the experience from the initial idea to its culmination,
including key learnings, benefits, and challenges.

Keywords: literacy teacher education, service-learning, practice-based pedagogy, university-
school partnerships, reading motivation
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Early in the spring 2024 semester, a hallway
conversation on a university campus sparked
the inspiration for a unique service-learning
project. A literacy professor and an adjunct
instructor, who also worked as a reading
specialist at a nearby K-12 school (referred
to in this paper as Hilltop Academy), shared
ideas related to the Children’s Literature
course they both taught and began to discuss
how they might collaborate. Hilltop
Academy, which is located near the
university campus, would be the perfect
place to get pre-service teachers involved in
a project connected to children’s literature.
The two agreed to stay in touch and continue
planning.

The professor knew that Hilltop Academy
did not have a school librarian and only a
very small school library, mostly run by the
reading specialist and volunteers. As a
former school librarian herself, she began to
think about how she might use her
knowledge and experience to help support
the literacy needs of the campus.
Furthermore, she wanted the pre-service
teachers in her fall 2024 Children’s
Literature course to be a part of providing
service in a way that would further their
learning of the course content.

As the professor considered the outcomes
for the course and the needs of Hilltop
Academy, she thought about having the pre-
service teachers in her course select picture
books and plan read-alouds to implement in
elementary classrooms. She and the adjunct
instructor met again to make further plans;
however, at the meeting, the adjunct
instructor shared that she would be retiring
from Hilltop Academy. She suggested that
the professor reach out to campus leadership
to determine if they would be interested in
moving forward with the project.

Campus leaders immediately responded with
excitement, and a partnership was born.
Throughout the remainder of the spring and
summer of 2024, the partners met to
collaboratively plan the project, which
would focus on a motivational reading
program for students in third through fifth
grades. They would use the books on the
Texas Bluebonnet Award List, a prestigious
list selected annually by a committee of
librarians with these goals: “to introduce
children to a variety of quality books,
develop critical reading skills, and honor
and encourage authors” (Texas Library
Association, 2024).

One problem remained: funds were needed
to purchase multiple sets of books and
supplies for the program. The professor
applied for a small literacy grant in April,
but grant winners would not be announced
until mid to late August. Meanwhile, the fall
semester began, and she pitched the idea to
the pre-service teachers in her Children’s
Literature course, who received the news
with anticipation and some nervousness.
This course is one of the first education
courses pre-service teachers take, so many
of them had not yet completed field-based
experiences or had firsthand experience with
K-12 students in a school setting.

Service-Learning: A High-Impact
Practice

According to a systematic review of studies
featuring service-learning, this practice has
emerged as an innovative pedagogy in
higher education (Salam et al., 2019). In
their widely used definition, Bringle and
Hatcher (1995) write that service-learning
offers value both to the student and to the
partnering organization:
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a course-based, credit-bearing
educational experience in which
students (a) participate in an
organized service activity that meets
identified community needs, and (b)
reflect on the service activity in such
a way as to gain further
understanding of course content, a
broader appreciation of the
discipline, and an enhanced sense of
personal values and civic
responsibility (p. 112).

Research has shown that one key benefit of
high-impact practices such as service-
learning is increased retention and student
engagement (Kuh & O’Donnell, 2013).
Furthermore, this pedagogy includes the
opportunity for students to apply what they
are learning in real-world settings (Guzman
etal., 2019; Kuh & O’Donnell, 2013),
resulting in increased self-efficacy (Tinkler
et al., 2022; Wasserman, 2009), which can
have significant effects on teaching and
learning. A few of these effects include
increases in student motivation,
achievement, and behavior, as well as the
teacher’s willingness to try new methods
and to persist when challenges arise
(Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001).

In this case, the initial service activity
required the eight pre-service teachers
enrolled in the Children’s Literature course
to plan, rehearse, and present read-alouds to
third through fifth-grade students as part of a
motivational reading program focused on
the Texas Bluebonnet Award List.
Additional opportunities became available to
pre-service teachers as a result of this
service-learning activity, including an
invitation to participate in Hilltop
Academy’s literacy night and opportunities
to present at local and state conferences.

The service-learning project connected well
to the content of the Children’s Literature
course, especially to these course objectives:
(a) learn best practices for reading aloud to
children, and (b) learn about various genres
of children’s literature, including how to
select, evaluate, and use different genres for
instructional purposes. Planning and
implementing read-alouds in an authentic
setting resulted in deep learning of these
objectives and more. Pre-service teachers
reflected on their learning at the end of the
semester through a written reflection paper,
and along the way, through informal
debriefing activities presented by the
professor.

The Service-Learning Cycle

Service-learning typically occurs through a
cycle consisting of several stages, including
Preparation, Action, Reflection, and
Demonstration. It’s important to keep in
mind that although these stages appear to be
sequential, they are connected and “often
experienced simultaneously” (Jackson,
2013).

Preparing to Serve.

In the Preparation stage, a need is identified,
investigated, and analyzed (Kaye, 2010).
This stage also includes creating a plan that
identifies roles, responsibilities, and general
timelines. This stage began as the professor,
the adjunct instructor, and the campus
principal at Hilltop Academy planned the
project and had discussions focused on the
needs of the school and how the professor
and the pre-service teachers could help meet
those needs. However, once the pre-service
teachers were involved and the grant
funding was awarded, the initial plan was
refined, and details were added, including
the specific roles and responsibilities of the
pre-service teachers. The professor and the
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pre-service teachers collaboratively created
a weekly read-aloud schedule based on the
needs of Hilltop Academy. It was decided to
read during the lunch hour and call the
project Lunch Bunch Read-Alouds.

The pre-service teachers also decided which
of the Bluebonnet books to read and the
order in which to read them (see Figure 1).
The decision-making process helped pre-
service teachers put into practice what they
were learning in the Children’s Literature
course about selecting and evaluating
children’s literature for instructional
purposes. They chose books based on what
they thought would interest each age group,

Figure 1.

Children’s Literature Selected for Read-Alouds

including visually appealing illustrations,
engaging titles, and relevant content. Other
considerations included vocabulary, book
length, genre, and which books would be
best for the purpose of reading aloud. The
professor simply facilitated the selection
process and provided input and direction
when the pre-service teachers requested
assistance.

This process encouraged lively and
passionate discussion as pre-service teachers
collaboratively narrowed their choices to
four final titles. The final selections are
described in Figure 1.

Title Author

Genre(s) Reading Level

Yuck, You Suck! Poems | Jane Yolen and Heidi
About Animals that Sip, | E.Y. Stemple
Slurp, and Suck

Nonfiction; Poetry 3.8

The Mystery of the
Monarchs: How Kids,
Teachers, and Butterfly
Fans Helped Fred and
Norah Urquart Track
the Great Monarch
Migration

Barb Rosenstock

Nonfiction 4.3

Ice Cream Man: How Glenda Armand and
Augustus Jackson Made | Kim Freeman
a Sweet Treat Better

Nonfiction; Biography 3.7

Jovita Wore Pants: The | Aida Salazar
Story of a Mexican
Freedom Fighter

Nonfiction; Biography 5.1

Time for Action.

The Action stage involves addressing the
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identified need through an action plan
(Kaye, 2010). This stage includes
implementation of the plan, usually through
direct service. Pre-service teachers visited
Hilltop Academy once a week during their
scheduled Children’s Literature class time
for four consecutive weeks in October. The
eight pre-service teachers divided up and
read to groups of 10-15 third, fourth, and
fifth-grade students in different locations on
the Hilltop campus. Because they went
during the Children’s Literature class, which
coincided with the Hilltop Academy lunch
period, the professor accompanied them and
was able to provide real-time coaching and
feedback, and take advantage of other
spontaneous “teachable moments” that
occurred. For example, on several occasions,
the pre-service teachers had the opportunity
to practice classroom management routines
such as lining students up and walking them
down the halls. One of the locations for the
read-alouds, the multipurpose room, was a
particularly challenging setting due to
distractions such as environmental noise and
the large, open space it occupied. The
professor took advantage of situations like
these to address important topics connected
to classroom management and environment.

To prepare for the read-alouds, the professor
taught the pre-service teachers the value of
reading aloud to children and modeled
effective strategies using picture books such
as Martina, the Beautiful Cockroach: A
Cuban Folktale (Agra Deedy, 2007) and
Bubba the Cowboy Prince: A Fractured

Texas Tale (Ketteman, 1997). Drawing on
her experience as a school librarian, she
introduced tools like the Texas Library

Once book selections were made, pre-
service teachers used a template provided by
the professor to plan their read-aloud (see
Figures 2 and 3). She read the completed
templates, provided written feedback, and
then had pre-service teachers rehearse
collaboratively in class. They also had to
think about how much time they would have
for the read-aloud and plan accordingly. For
example, the book Yuck, You Suck! Poems
About Animals that Sip, Slurp, and Suck
(Yolen & Stemple, 2022) was too long to
read in its entirety, so pre-service teachers
had to select which poems to read aloud and
figure out how to transition between them.
In some cases, due to time constraints,
virtual sessions with the professor were held
to refine the read-alouds before reading to
children at Hilltop Academy. The
completion of the read-aloud template was
one way pre-service teachers were assessed
throughout the project. Other forms of
assessment included the final written
reflection and the implementation of the
read-alouds.
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Figure 2

Lunch Bunch Read Aloud Schedule

Week Third Grade Fourth Grade Fifth Grade
Week 1 Library Library/Multi-Purpose | Library/Multi-Purpose
Yuck, You Suck 11:40-11:55 11:10-11:25 11:10-11:25
Week 2 Library Library/Multi-Purpose | Library/Multi-Purpose
Jovita Wore 11:40-11:55 11:10-11:25 11:10-11:25
Pants
Week 3 Library Library/Multi-Purpose | Library/Multi-Purpose
Mystery of the 11:40-11:55 11:10-11:25 11:10-11:25
Monarchs
Week 4 Library Library/Multi-Purpose | Library/Multi-Purpose
Ice Cream Man 11:40-11:55 11:10-11:25 11:10-11:25

Figure 3

Read Aloud Planning Tool

Title:
Author:
Genre:
Summary:

e DBefore:
e During:
e After:

Pace (fast/slow):

Read Aloud Planning Tool

Tone (quality/richness):
Pitch (highness/lowness):

Write down any troublesome words (pronunciation and/or meaning)
What is interesting/teachable about this book?
When planning, what will you do BEFORE, DURING, and AFTER to support listeners?
Consider questions you might ask, etc.

Think about how you will use your voice effectively. Remember to focus on the following
(please jot down any ideas below with page numbers):
Enunciation (clear pronunciation):
Volume (loudness/softness):
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Upon Reflection: Key Learnings,
Benefits, and Challenges.
The third stage of the service-learning cycle
is Reflection. As the action plan is
implemented, students begin a process of
reflection (Kaye, 2010). This consisted of a
written reflection upon the completion of the
project, as well as opportunities for
debriefing along the way at Hilltop
Academy and in the Children’s Literature
class. The Reflection step provides
opportunities to deepen learning as students
make connections between what they are
learning in the course to what they are
practicing in the field. The ongoing
opportunities for reflection ensure that these
connections are made and are an essential
part of service-learning pedagogy.

Benefits noted by the pre-service teachers
included gains in confidence as a result of
the hands-on, “real-life teacher” experience,
as well as learning about themselves and
how they interacted with K-12 students.
They also emphasized the deep learning of
course content, including how to effectively
read aloud to children to support reading
comprehension and how to ask thought-
provoking questions. They found observing
their classmates to be extremely helpful, and
they even incorporated some of the
strategies their classmates used when
reading aloud. Like the professor, they
commented on how this experience also
helped them learn how to manage behavior
and keep children engaged. Finally, several
of the pre-service teachers described the
experience as “fun” because of the
excitement the Hilltop students expressed
when they saw the pre-service teachers
return for repeated read-aloud visits.
Pre-service teachers also noted challenges,
including overcoming their fear of making
mistakes and the initial “stage fright” that
several of them experienced. Another

challenge faced was learning to deal with
environmental distractions, specifically
when reading in the multi-purpose room.
This room was large, and noise from the
playground outside could be heard. It also
served as a sort of pass-through, and at
times, classes would walk through the room
during read-alouds. Other distractions
included students who brought their lunch to
the read-alouds since they took place during
Hilltop Academy’s lunch time.

Several pre-service teachers recognized the
importance of small details, such as learning
how to sit so that all students could see the
pictures, reading at a good pace, and with
expression to enhance engagement for the
Hilltop student audience. They also
recognized the value of planning a read-
aloud, including quality questions and
opportunities for audience engagement, to
increase the effectiveness of the read-aloud.
One pre-service teacher commented in a
debriefing session that she had
underestimated the children’s knowledge
and how much could be taught through an
effective read-aloud.

The professor also kept a reflection log to
capture her experience throughout the
semester. Her intent was primarily to record
key learnings and observations as well as
ideas for ways to improve the project for
future implementations. She noted several
benefits in her log. One was that visiting
Hilltop in this early education course laid
the foundation for later field-based
experiences. Because the professor
accompanied the pre-service teachers, she
predicted that students would be much more
comfortable when completing similar
experiences independently in later courses.

A bonus was that she was able to provide
real-time coaching as well as take advantage
of the teachable moments that occurred. For
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example, she did not anticipate that the
students would gain practice with classroom
management routines; however, she took
advantage of the opportunity to teach the
pre-service teachers skills such as lining the
Hilltop students up for transitions and
walking them down the halls, maintaining
the expectations of the school. She was also
able to make connections to the Texas
Teacher Evaluation Support System (T-
TESS) rubric as they occurred during visits
to Hilltop. Finally, she noted how the
collaboration with Hilltop leaders, including
the principal, resulted in a strong partnership
that could lead to future mutually beneficial
projects.

As for challenges, one of the biggest barriers
to implementing this service-learning
activity, as noted by the professor, was time.
Extra time was spent on planning the
project, writing the grant and the follow-up
reports, purchasing materials, including
books and programming items, and the
ongoing communication required to
organize the project—communication with
the partners at Hilltop and the pre-service
teachers. The professor also had to sacrifice
some class time in the Children’s Literature
course to embed visits to Hilltop Academy
during class. Planning for the demonstration
opportunities that arose along the way also
required an extra investment of time.

With respect to key learnings, the professor
noted the importance of remaining flexible
and open to changes since this is sometimes
required when collaborating. For example,
she had to make changes to the initial read-
aloud schedule in response to the scheduling
needs of Hilltop Academy. However, this
was also a key learning opportunity for the
pre-service teachers as they assisted the
professor as she made revisions to the initial
schedule. She also noticed the value of the
entire class and the professor visiting Hilltop

Academy together. As opposed to some
field-based experiences where pre-service
teachers visit campuses independently, this
experience allowed them to learn from
observing each other. It also eased their
anxiety as they supported each other during
the read-alouds and developed a community
of practice.

Demonstration of Learning.

The final stage of the service-learning cycle
is Demonstration (Kaye, 2010). In this step,
students share their learning with others.
Jackson (2013) notes that the student
demonstration stage “captures or contains
the totality of the experience, including what
has been learned, the process of learning,
and the service or contribution
accomplished” (p.3). It is important to keep
in mind that even though this is the final
stage, students can demonstrate learning at
any point during the service-learning
activity. In fact, in this service-learning
activity, the pre-service teachers
demonstrated their learning throughout the
entire process. The professor invited the pre-
service teachers to share their learning
formally, as opportunities arose throughout
the fall and spring semesters.

The first opportunity to demonstrate
learning occurred even before the pre-
service teachers started implementing their
read-alouds. The Hilltop Academy principal
invited the pre-service teachers to participate
in the campus literacy night and to set up a
table showcasing the Bluebonnet Books.
Additionally, they greeted guests--including
Hilltop Academy parents, students, teachers,
and administrators--as they promoted the
books using book talks. Pre-service teachers
enjoyed a special surprise when they had the
opportunity to interact with a children’s
author who also attended the event.

In early October, once again, before actually
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implementing the read-alouds, three pre-
service teachers participated in the
Collaborate Conference at the university,
where they took part in a panel discussion
and shared their service-learning project
plan with university faculty in attendance.
This was another first, as none of the pre-
service teachers had presented formally in a
professional setting before this experience.

Four of the pre-service teachers also
attended and co-presented with the professor
at the annual Texas Association for Literacy
Education Conference in February of 2025.
The pre-service teachers took the lead,
presenting the session, which they titled
Developing Teachers and Growing Readers
with the Texas Bluebonnet Books: How One
University-School Partnership Inspired
Reading Motivation, Built Teaching
Capacity, and So Much More. The fact that
these pre-service teachers were still engaged
in the project almost a full semester after it
was completed speaks to the power of
service-learning. This involved meeting
several times to plan and practice the
presentation, completing applications for
grant funding to pay for conference
attendance, ongoing communication, and
more.

One final opportunity at the university
presented itself in April of 2025. The
professor and pre-service teachers were
invited to participate in the university’s
Service-Learning Showcase, where they
showcased the project and what they learned
from the experience with a poster
presentation. One pre-service teacher was
able to attend and present to faculty
attendees and the university administration.
She shared her experience through a poster
titled Spotlight on Service-Learning in
Teacher Education.

Extended Learning Opportunities for
Hilltop Academy Students

As previously mentioned, the seed that was
planted initially with the read-aloud project
idea continued to grow and develop over the
year and provided an abundance of
opportunities for both pre-service teachers
and elementary students alike. Several other
exciting byproducts of this collaboration
were that Hilltop Academy was able to
participate in the statewide Bluebonnet
Voting event for the first time because they
had access to the books, and the professor
agreed to be their sponsoring librarian. A
librarian who is a member of the Texas
Library Association can serve as a
sponsoring librarian for this event in cases
where a school does not employ a librarian.

Schools and libraries statewide are eligible
to register for and participate in this
program. Once registered, third through
sixth-grade students who read five of the
books are eligible to vote for their favorite
book in January. Even though the statewide
voting deadline was in January, it was
decided to have Hilltop Academy students
vote in November, which coincided with the
2024 presidential election. School
administration also decided to limit the
voting to third through fifth-grade students
due to scheduling conflicts and other
considerations during their first year of
participation. Participating in the voting
event resulted in campus-wide excitement,
as students who read five or more books
were allowed to head to the voting booth
and cast their votes for their favorite
Bluebonnet book on Election Day. The
Hilltop Academy students selected The
Mystery of the Monarchs, one of the books
read aloud during the Lunch Bunch Read-
Alouds, as their favorite.

The professor also asked the campus
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principal if she was interested in entering a conversation resulted in a year of literacy

drawing that would allow Hilltop Academy learning opportunities for all stakeholders
to select a student to participate in the involved and the development of a
Bluebonnet Luncheon at the annual Texas partnership that, with care, will continue to
Library Association Conference. Excitement produce a bounty for all to enjoy.

prevailed when Hilltop Academy was
selected, and they chose a student, one of ten
from across the state, to represent them at
the conference in Dallas. The student, who
along with his parents, won an all-expense-
paid trip to the conference, wrote and
delivered a speech to introduce author
Glenda Armand, one of the authors of the
winning book, Ice Cream Man: How
Augustus Jackson Made a Sweet Treat
Better (Armand & Freeman, 2023) before an
audience of nearly 1,000 teachers and
librarians from across the state.

Concluding Thoughts

Due to the success of this service-learning
activity and the literacy learning and
excitement that it generated, partners have
already discussed growing this program in
the coming years. And based on the
reflections collected during the course, the
professor has already developed a list of
things to fine-tune moving forward. These
include providing additional modeling of
read-alouds during the preparation phase
with clear, step-by-step explanations of how
to deliver a read-aloud effectively; offering
more opportunities for practice with
coaching and feedback; and allowing each
pre-service teacher to complete two read-
alouds, so that they can immediately apply
feedback and gain more hands-on
experience. Nonetheless, this tiny seed
planted during a simple hallway

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Dr. Shelly Landreth, Sul Ross
State University. Email: Shelly.landreth@sulross.edu
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~ Chapter 5

The Case of the Recommended Mystery Books:
Underscoring the Importance of Independent
Reading

Amy Cummins, Ph.D.
University of Texas Rio Grande Valley

Abstract

Independent reading advances literacy, and people need time and access to self-selected reading
material. Examining the mystery genre, this article asserts that there is significant value in
popular literature and series books for building a reading life. The genre of mystery fiction, for
example, can build reading interest and engagement. Highlighting recommended contemporary
mystery fiction enables readers to identify new works to consider. This article treats mystery
fiction as a tool for literacy education and demonstrates the usefulness of book award lists as one
way of discovering books and authors. Suggestions of current mystery books and authors with
potential appeal for tweens, teens, and the educators who work with them provide options for

independent reading.

Keywords: independent reading, voluntary reading, mystery and detective fiction, series books,

book awards, literacy

Welcome to a new golden age of mysteries.
In 2025, many people of all ages can enjoy
mysteries, including books, detective shows,
thrillers, puzzles, and games. Such
experiences can be useful for the mind as
well as entertaining. Mysteries require a
reader to look closely for necessary clues.
The genre builds curiosity and suspense
while making the reader an active
participant. Mystery books deserve to be
available for independent reading, and some
have potential for curriculum inclusion.

This article argues for the mystery genre as a
valuable contribution to literacy
development and explores titles reflecting
some current trends in mysteries for tween,
or preteen, and teen readerships. I provide
recommendations of some exemplary,
representative books chosen by qualitative
assessment based on critical judgment and
wide reading in the genre. An effort is made
to avoid spoilers by not revealing too much
about the plotlines and resolutions that are
pivotal to the mystery reading experience.
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Suggestions for the selection and evaluation
of mystery books are also given.

The Need for Independent Reading

In the English Language Arts and Reading
Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills
(ELAR TEKS), strand one on foundational
language skills includes a standard across
grade levels highlighting the skill to “self-
select text and read independently for a
sustained period of time” (Texas Education
Agency, 2019, section 110, p. 8). The skill
to choose texts and to concentrate on
reading requires practice. Strand two on
comprehension skills includes a grade-
spanning standard to “establish purpose for
reading assigned and self-selected text,” and
strand three on response skills requires
students to “describe personal connections
to a variety of sources, including self-
selected texts” (Texas Education Agency,
2019, section 110, pp.10- 11). The standards
validate independent reading and student
choice, which can help support reading
motivation and authentic engagement.

The ability to choose texts and to read in
uninterrupted intervals requires time and
practice throughout all grades. The National
Council of Teachers of English (NCTE,
2019) policy statement stresses the value of
this critical instructional method: “Effective
independent reading practices include time
for students to read, access to books that
represent a wide range of characters and
experiences, and support within a reading
community that includes teachers and
students” (NCTE). Independent reading
requires time, access, and support.

Choice in reading materials can enhance
reading motivation. Motivation leads to
more reading, which supports proficiency
and lifelong literacy. In a 2024 academic
survey about issues within literacy

education, the category
“motivation/engagement/interest/attitude”
was identified as a topic that ought to be hot
(Grote-Garcia et al., 2025, p. 4). Grote-
Garcia, Ortlieb, and Cardona (2025) identify
reading motivation among critical topics
requiring more attention within literacy
education (p. 5). Data from the American
Time Use Survey shows that from 2003 to
2023, the rate of reported daily reading for
pleasure steadily declined, with only 16% of
adults surveyed in 2023 stating that they
read daily (Bone et al., 2025). More
attention to factors causing people to read or
not read could help intervene in this decline.

Getting lost in a book helps literacy
development, including language
acquisition. Stephen Krashen (2016)
advocates for giving all readers, including
multilingual students, plentiful access to
time and choice for free voluntary reading,
which he defines as reading “because you
want to and what you want to” (p. 1).
Studies across multiple decades show that
free voluntary reading is the source of many
competencies, including abilities in
grammar, reading, writing, and vocabulary
(Krashen, 2016, p. 2). Higher reading
volume further leads to better reading
achievement, and regular reading habits can
improve learning gaps. Learning how to
become immersed and engrossed in a world
of narrative has practical and personal value.

In The Joy of Reading, Donalyn Miller and
Teri Lesesne (2022) discuss factors
supporting and undermining independent
reading habits. Miller and Lesesne (2022)
assert that “time to read plus access to
reading material provides the foundation for
all joyful reading” (p. 38). By contrast,
overemphasis on high-stakes standardized
testing and limitations on the materials
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available for reading suppress literacy and
turn reading into a chore.

Finding the Joy in Reading

A core literacy objective of teachers is to
advance students along the continuum of
reading. According to Steven Layne (2009),
this continuum means growth from a
disengaged reader avoiding written texts to
an engaged reader who regularly interacts
with texts, and, if possible, to an insatiable
reader (p. 63). Helping reluctant readers
takes work and time. Layne (2009) observes
that kids need enjoyable texts to improve
their attitudes toward reading (p. 64). He
advocates for teachers to display, read, and
talk to their students about the grade-
appropriate books they are reading. Being in
a community of fellow readers who
willingly talk about what they read further
reinforces the joy of reading.

Finding favorite series or subgenres can
contribute to lifelong literacy. Layne (2009)
advises his students to know who the
authors are for books they like so they can
try more by that author (p. 65). When Layne
was growing up, he personally loved
mystery books and imagined himself as a
third member of the Hardy Boys (p. 70).
Layne reminisces about solving each of the
mysteries together with the fictional
detectives (p. 70). This anecdote points out
that many people fondly remember mystery
stories. Iconic young detectives such as
Nancy Drew, Timmy Failure, Mickey
Rangel, Jigsaw Jones, The Great Brain, Cam
Jansen, Vincent Ventura, and Encyclopedia
Brown become friends with their readers.
Positive associations increase reading
motivation and joy.

The Significance of Mysteries and Series
Mystery fiction taps into curiosity about the
world and a desire for understanding.

Mysteries can help readers develop
problem-solving and close reading skills to
find clues to solve the mystery. Reading and
discussion of mysteries as part of a
curriculum might entail interactive literacy
approaches such as games, escape rooms,
and opportunities to problem-solve with
peers (Polk, 2024, p. 58). Reinforcing
investigation as appealing, a study found
that high school students increased reading
motivation across all content areas when
they perceived an emphasis on problem-
solving and inquiry in the learning
environment (VanderVelden & Apedoe,
2025, p. 13). Literature about solving crimes
and searching for justice builds on this
appreciation for finding solutions.

The textbook Teaching Children’s
Literature: It’s Critical (Leland et al., 2023)
notes that mystery reading can be
pleasurable and help students to focus on
story elements such as characterization,
setting, and plot, thereby gaining “the
opportunity to solve the puzzles presented in
text” (p. 159). Some readers try to solve the
mystery before the characters do, while
others just go along for the ride. Mystery
fiction offers satisfying endings that provide
closure and often restore justice, which may
help people find meaning or make sense of a
world where things often do not make sense.

Some mystery books come in series, which
can be advantageous. Finding a preferred
series or author makes it easier to find books
to check out and read for pleasure. Series
books foster immersion in reading because
continuing in a series returns a reader to that
world and its mood. It can be a profound
experience to follow favorite authors or
series, especially when the books are
described as twisty or unputdownable,
praised for surprising plots and compelling
storytelling. Readers may turn from
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reluctant to engaged when they have access
to a series that they like. In adulthood,
readers “often identify the series fiction they
read as children as a memorable and
significant part of their developing reading
joy and an important influence on their
reading identities” (Miller & Lesesne, 2022,
p. 109). Adults can likewise adhere to
favorite series and authors to whom they
remain loyal for decades of choice reading.

Critical Awareness When Selecting Texts

Thoughtfully considering subgenres and age
classifications contributes to discernment
about books under the broad umbrella of the
mystery genre. Critical awareness when
choosing texts applies to any genre.
Decision-makers consider readers and
purposes as they evaluate materials with
care and thoughtfulness. Mysteries raise
difficult topics, yet many fictional narratives
are available that encourage close reading
and that are creative, original, inclusive, and
appropriate for the age group.

Mystery fiction usually contains a crime
with a solution revealed at the end.
Detective fiction, a subset within the broader
category of mystery fiction, has an
investigator conducting a logical reading of
clues to find a solution (Harmon & Holman,
2006, p. 150). Many mysteries are
classifiable as realistic fiction, but some
contain speculative elements of fantasy,
science fiction, or horror.

The thriller genre is characterized by
suspense and fear with an emphasis on
immediacy and intensity. The emotional
impact of a thriller differs from detective
books that are about systematic
investigation. Tween and teen mysteries are
often told by one main character in a very
close first- or third-person voice. Readerly

identification with the protagonist sustains
emotional connection.

Genre labels and topic tags assist marketing
and readers who are looking for books with
a particular style or vibe. Among the classic
types of mystery are amateur detective, cozy
mystery puzzle, private detective, police
procedural, and thriller (Nilsen et al, 2012,
p. 246). Cozy mysteries are a subgenre with
amateur detectives, small communities, and
little violence. In contemporary book
descriptions, terms like suspense, detective,
whodunit, whydunit, hardboiled, historical
mystery, or cozy hint at what a reader will
encounter.

Mysteries for younger children investigate
events that are much less threatening and
violent than those in works for older readers.
In a form of “emotional protectionism,”
children’s detective fiction tends to
represent crimes related to the taking or
damaging of possessions and property
(Veldhuizen, 2023, p. 165). The
approximately 9-12 age range for the tween
category spans a long time, though, and
some books have more serious content.

As the reading audience gets older, the
mystery genre references danger, violence,
assault, and death. As Vera Veldhuizen
(2023) explains, crime fiction for young
adults “focuses more on negative aspects of
humanity, thus foregrounding the motives
and background for the crime, as well as its
consequences” (p. 172). Cases in YA fiction
can range from murder, assault,
embezzlement, organized crime, and other
mature subjects (p. 172). For a book with a
TV or film adaptation, it is necessary to
scrutinize both the originally written text
and the screen adaptation.
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Popular fiction often relies on archetypes
and recurring elements. Examples include
the eccentric detective, the least likely
suspect, or an unusual weapon. Usage of
tropes is not bad if it is not so formulaic as
to diminish engagement. Readers find value
and comfort through having genre
expectations fulfilled. For instance, Lisa
Yee’s (2024) A Royal Conundrum (The
Misfits #1) turns elements that could be
considered middle-grade tropes into an
innovative novel of elevated literary quality.

The treasure hunt with a big prize is an
archetype seen in The Inheritance Games
(Barnes, 2022) series, yet also dating back to
ancient Greek mythology. Books by authors
as wide-ranging as Debbie Michiko
Florence, Alyson Gerber, Kayvion Lewis,
and Mackenzie Reed have been likened to
The Inheritance Games. Using read-alikes to
discover new authors is an effective way to
engage readers. It may be helpful to entice
readers by invoking a style they already
relish. Yet favorites of the past do not
always hold the same popularity in the
future, and readers deserve access to new
books, too.

Mysteries offer a valuable option for
nurturing a reading life among students. Yet
critical questions to consider when
analyzing mysteries include: Why does the
protagonist need to solve the mystery? What
is implied about who commits crimes, why,
and where? How do characters handle issues
such as wealth disparity, elitism, and
discrimination? What do the plot and
outcome suggest about the chance for
justice?

Awards for Mystery Books as a Resource

Looking at book award winners selected by
various organizations is a good way of
discovering books and authors to consider

reading. The American Library Association
is not affiliated with any awards focused on
mystery as a genre. From other
organizations, the Edgars, Agathas, and
Anthonys are among the awards for mystery
publications. Award winner lists provide a
valuable resource, but should not be
accepted uncritically, as winners still require
reading and review.

Readers seeking new mystery titles should
consult the Edgar Awards lists of winners
and finalists for recommendations.
Presented annually by the Mystery Writers
of America (MWA), the Edgar Awards,
named after Edgar Allen Poe, are an
influential prize program with thirteen
different categories, including Best Juvenile
Mystery and Best Young Adult Mystery,
voted on by professional writers in the
association (MWA, 2025). Each category
has one winner and four finalists. The
Edgars are the most prestigious prizes for
mystery publications for all ages. The
textbook Literature for Today’s Young
Adults references the Edgar Awards for
recognizing the best mysteries for young
adults (Nilsen et al., 2012, p. 250).
Separating the categories for children and
young adult readers also makes the lists
useful.

Series books sometimes earn recognition in
the Edgar Awards in the Juvenile category.
Margaret Peterson Haddix received the 2025
Best Juvenile Mystery Award for The Stolen
Key, book three of the Mysteries of Trash
and Treasure series. The 2023 winner was
Aggie Morton, Mystery Queen: The Seaside
Corpse by Marthe Jocelyn (2022), the fourth
book in its series. Notably, three of the four
finalists, or honor books, in 2023 were
books in series. In the Best Young Adult
Mystery category, the 2025 Edgar winner
was 49 Miles Alone by Natalie D. Richards
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(2024); the 2024 winner was Girl Forgotten
by April Henry (2023), and the 2023 winner
was The Red Palace by June Hur (2022).

The Agathas and the Anthonys are two other
award programs honoring mystery
contributions for adults in multiple genres
and categories. Each has one category
annually, recognizing the best mystery for
children or young adults. The Agatha
Awards, named after author Agatha Christie,
are given to traditional or cozy mysteries by
the organization Malice Domestic (Malice,
2025). The 2025 and 2024 Agatha Awards
for Best Children’s/Y A Mystery recognized
the first two books in Kate B. Jackson’s
Sasquatch Hunters series, which starts with
The Sasquatch of Hawthorne Elementary
(2023).

The Anthony Awards, named after author
and editor Anthony Boucher, recognize
mystery writers and are announced at
Bouchercon, the World Mystery Convention
(Bouchercon, 2025). The 2025 Anthony for
Best Children’s/Y A Novel was awarded to
When Mimi Went Missing by Suja Sukumar
(2024), and the 2024 Anthony to Enola
Holmes and the Mark of the Mongoose by
Nancy Springer (2023).

Award lists can help in identifying books of
appeal and quality, but readers must apply
caution and personal judgment in
scrutinizing books. Prize recognition is not
the only determinant of excellence or
suitability (Kidd & Thomas, 2017). Scholars
examining book awards in youth literature
emphasize that “prizing obviously works by
exclusion, no matter how much it eschews
the language of failure” (Kidd & Thomas,
2017, p. 3). Many excellent books and
authors do not receive nominations.
Nevertheless, finalist and award-winner lists
are useful for identifying high-interest titles
to preview and read.

Tween Mystery Recommendations

Perhaps you and your students have already
read series such as Mr. Lemoncello’s
Library (Grabenstein, 2013), The
Mysterious Benedict Society (Stewart,
2007), or The Legends of Eerie-on-Sea
(Taylor, 2019), and you are looking for
more books with some of that style or flair.
The following list highlights current books
and series of special note for tween readers
ages approximately 9 to 12. Following the
list of personally vetted book endorsements
presented alphabetically by the author’s last
name are additional new book
recommendations.

Adrianna Cuevas’s The Ghosts of Rancho
Espanto

After a prank on the last day of school goes
awry, ten-year-old Rafa Alvarez gets sent
from Miami for a month to a New Mexico
ranch to care for horses. Rafa thinks he is
being haunted by a ghost, but there is
ultimately a science fiction type of
explanation. Rafa’s troubled behavior at
school stems from anxiety caused by his
mother’s severe illness. The book also
portrays adults dealing with PTSD from
military service who seek therapy. Author
Adrianna Cuevas blends realistic middle-
grade fiction with speculative elements. The
Ghosts of Rancho Espanto (2023) won the
Edgar Award for Best Juvenile Mystery in
2024.

Lindsay Currie’s Delta Games Series

Sarah Greene, along with fellow seventh
graders West and Hannabh, is a triad of math
nerds who call themselves the Deltas. When
they hear about a semi-abandoned house
rumored to hold hidden treasure, they use
their puzzle-solving skills from escape room
games to explore it. Sarah hopes to find the
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treasure to save her home from foreclosure
after her family faces financial hardship due
to her father’s medical diagnosis. Lindsay
Currie’s Delta Games series begins with The
Mpystery of Locked Rooms (2024), followed
by The House with No Keys (2025).

Xavier Garza’s Vincent Ventura, Monster
Fighter Mysteries Series

Thirteen-year-old Vincent Ventura and his
cousins Michelle and Bobby encounter
supernatural creatures based on Mexican
American folklore. Together, they
investigate, befriend, and fight these entities.
The sixth book, Vincent Ventura and the
Curse of the Donkey Lady (Garza, 2024),
reveals fascinating truths about Vincent’s
own family heritage connected with the
supernatural. Published by Arte Publico
Press, the series features a bilingual flip
book format with English and Spanish on
opposite sides. Each edition includes pen
and ink illustrations by author-artist Xavier
Garza. The short books contain about 14
chapters or 68 pages each.

Chris Grabenstein’s Super Puzzletastic
Mpysteries: Short Stories for Young Sleuths
from the Mystery Writers of America

Super Puzzletastic Mysteries is a collection
of stories with solutions placed at the back,
encouraging readers to solve each mystery
before checking the answers. This anthology
features twenty stand-alone stories by
authors including Alane Ferguson, Stuart
Gibbs, Lamar Giles, Bruce Hale, James
Ponti, and editor Chris Grabenstein. Readers
are rewarded for skills in logic, word, and
math games, and careful reading. James
Ponti’s (2020) story “Tricked: A Framed
Story” brings in the “Theory of All Small
Things” (TOAST) technique of detection
through which details add together to
uncover solutions (p. 303).

Michael Hutchinson’s Mighty Muskrats
Mpystery Series

The Mighty Muskrats—Otter, Chicakadee,
Sam, and Atim—are four cousins of various
ages who solve mysteries on the Windy
Lake reserve, a fictional reservation in
Canada. The series depicts First Nations'
efforts to preserve cultural knowledge and to
acknowledge the wrongs of the past while
solving local cases. Author Michael
Hutchinson, a member of the Misipawistik
Cree Nation in the Treaty 5 territory, lives in
Ottawa, Canada’s capital. A standout of the
Mighty Muskrats series (2019-2024) is book
four, The Case of the Rigged Race (2022).

René Saldaria, Jr.’s Mickey Rangel
Mpystery Series

Mickey Rangel is a fifth-grade detective
solving cases in his elementary school and
South Texas neighborhood. Mickey finds
missing items and solves problems such as
graffiti and bullying. In the sixth book, 4
Case Is Still a Case (Saldana, 2023), Mickey
teams up with the sister of his former
nemesis to investigate the disappearance of a
pack of 1980s baseball cards donated for a
literacy fundraiser. René Saldana, Jr.’s
Mickey Rangel Mystery series, which began
in 2009, features bilingual flip books with
English and Spanish, each containing 8 to 10
chapters and about 50 pages.

Lisa Yee’s The Misfits Series

Twelve-year-old Olive Cobin Zang’s world
changes when her mother moves her to a
new Reforming Arts School on an island.
Olive is selected for secret spy training,
where she finds a team and a sense of
purpose. This whimsical yet poignant series
weaves in topics that resonate, such as
friendship, teamwork, hijinks, heists, games,
and gadgetry. Lisa Yee’s 4 Royal
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Conundrum (2024) is followed by The
Copycat Conundrum (2025) and features
spot illustrations by Dan Santat.

More Tween Recommendations

This curated list suggests great new mystery
novels for tween readers.

e Debbi Michiko Florence
(2025)—A Study in Secrets, book
one of a series

e Alyson Gerber (2025)—The
Liars Society, book one of a
series

e Goldy Moldavsky (2025)—
Bubblegum Shoes: The Case of
the Contraband Closet, book one
of a series

e James Ponti (2024)—The
Sherlock Society, book one of a
series

e Ginger Reno (2024)—Find Her

e Janet Tashjian and Jake Tashjian
(2025)—Hannah Sharpe,
Cartoon Detective

YA Mystery Recommendations

Your high school students may already be
familiar with books by Holly Jackson and
Karen McManus or their screen adaptations,
and may be looking for similar or better
stories. These engaging mysteries, all set in
the present time, may be enjoyed by teen
readers. Following the alphabetical list are
additional book suggestions.

Jennifer Lynn Barnes’s The Inheritance
Games

Seventeen-year-old Avery Grambs moves
from an ordinary existence into a sphere of
wealth and privilege when a billionaire she
did not know leaves her his fortune. Avery
must reside within the mysterious household
where the disinherited Hawthorne grandsons

live and solve puzzles, sparking tension and
rivalry. This fast-paced, glamorous series
embeds riddles, secrets, and games. The
Inheritance Games (Barnes, 2020) is the
first book of Jennifer Lynn Barnes’s
bestselling series, with a spinoff series
called The Grandest Game.

Nick Brooks’s Promise Boys

Three high school seniors accused of
murdering the principal of their strict charter
school must investigate the crime and
expose corruption in the administration. The
story is told through the alternating
perspectives of J. B. Williamson, Trey
Jackson, and Ramoén Zambrano, as well as
other characters. Nick Brooks (2023) raises
questions of justice in the suspenseful
thriller Promise Boys, set at Urban Promise
Prep, where the students “weren’t kids
anymore, they were prisoners” (Brooks,
2023, p. 82).

Lauren Muiioz’s Suddenly a Murder

The prologue opens: “The knife burns cold
in my trembling hand” (Munoz, 2023, p. 1).
A 1920s-themed party to celebrate the end
of high school goes very wrong in Lauren
Muiioz’s (2023) debut YA novel Suddenly a
Murder. This “locked room” murder
mystery in Ashwood Manor evokes a Great
Gatsby atmosphere. Protagonist [zzy
Morales grabs a reader’s sympathetic
understanding, and her Latina heritage turns
out pertinent to the case. Mufioz’s next YA
whodunit mystery, Very Dangerous Things
(2025), involves a murder mystery game for
criminology students that becomes deadly.
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Marisha Pessl’s Darkly

Arcadia “Dia” Gannon, who works in an
antique store, is obsessed with a game
designer whose company, Darkly, has a
cultlike following. The summer before
senior year, Dia is chosen for a Darkly
internship, along with six other teenagers
from around the globe. Exploring the heart
of the game empire, Dia and her fellow
interns discover hidden symbols, buried
clues, and weird secrets. Marisha Pessl’s
(2024) Darkly has a vibe that could fascinate
fans of We Were Liars (Lockhart, 2014),
board games, and vintage shops.

Randy Ribay’s Patron Saints of Nothing

High school senior Jay Reguero travels to
the Philippines to investigate his cousin’s
murder. In this serious coming-of-age novel,
Jay reflects on his identity and future goals.
Randy Ribay’s Patron Saints of Nothing
(2019) won the Freeman Book Award,
honoring literature that advances
understanding of East and Southeast Asia, in
the category of Young Adult/High School
Literature. It was a finalist for both the
National Book Award for Young People’s
Literature and the Edgar Award in the YA
category.

Cynthia Leitich Smith’s Harvest House

High school sophomore Hughie Wolfe
volunteers at Harvest House, a Halloween
haunted house fundraiser, while
investigating a missing person cold case.
Harvest House by Cynthia Leitich Smith
(2023), a member of the Muscogee Nation,
blends realistic literary fiction, mystery, and
ghost story elements. It addresses the
problem of #MMIWG (Missing and
Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls),
the quest for justice after time passes, and

the value of theater and performance for
adolescents.

Kalela Williams’s Tangleroot

Sophronia “Noni” Reid has just graduated
from high school when her mother moves
them from Boston to rural Virginia. Noni’s
mother, an African American Studies
scholar, is hired to lead her hometown’s
college, and she is keeping huge family and
town secrets. While the family comes to
terms with divorce, the daughter and mother
investigate the antebellum history of the
town, school, and their ancestry. Tangleroot
is the powerful debut novel of Kalela
Williams (2024).

More YA Recommendations

This curated list highlights diverse
recommendations of current mystery and
thriller authors not yet mentioned who have
books for the young adult readership.
«  Faridah Abiké-fyimidé (2024)—
Where Sleeping Girls Lie
* Angeline Boulley (2023)—Warrior
Girl Unearthed
* K. A. Cobell (2024)—Looking for
Smoke
* DeAndra Davis (2025)—A!/l the
Noise at Once
* Jumata Emill (2024)—Wander in the
Dark
» Tiffany D. Jackson (2025)—Blood in
the Water
* Maureen Johnson (2018)—Truly
Devious, book one of a series
» Kayvion Lewis (2023)—Thieves’
Gambit, book one of a series
* C. L. Montblanc (2025)—Pride or
Die
* Richie Narvaez (2020)—Holly
Hernandez and the Death of Disco
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Conclusion

Mystery fiction as a genre can spark literacy
engagement. Reading momentum increases
when a person finds a genre or subgenre of
genuine interest to read regularly. Literacy
growth requires time and ready access to a
range of engaging reading material, with
independent reading playing a key role. For
independent reading, “student choice in text
is essential because it motivates, engages,
and reaches a wide variety of readers”
(National Council of Teachers of English,

2019). Reading chosen material gives
practice in immersion, or getting into a flow
state, which can support the ability to
concentrate. Reading volume leads to gains
in literacy achievement and proficiency.
Reading contributes to a meaningful life and
can provide an enjoyable pastime and
mental space. A reader interested in
mysteries can check out some of the mystery
titles or authors mentioned here. And with
these suggestions, the case of the
recommended mystery books is hereby
closed—for now.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Dr. Amy Cummins, University of
Texas Rio Grande Valley. Email: amy.cummins@utrgv.edu
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