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Extra! Extra! Read All About It! Newsela and Nonfiction Reading

It’s a fact! In the news! The real deal! Reading is no longer what it used to be!
Cinderella, the tin man, and the little red engine are still magical when it comes to engaging our
readers. However, times are changing. Educators today are aware of the impact complex text is
making on student achievement. Research shows a substantive growth in reading when quality
instruction and time are spent inside the pages of expository text. We cannot expect students to
master the level of today’s rigorous standards without changing our instructional practices,
which includes a more extensive focus on informational text.

Students need to read and comprehend informational text as fluently as narrative text
(Goodwin & Miller, 2013). The structure of expository text is quite different than fiction.
Linear text requires the reader to retain information from section to section and paragraph to
paragraph. Readers cannot forget what was just previously read, or meaning will be lost.
Therefore, complex text requires students to read at a slower pace (Matthiessen, 2015). |
fiction, there is a tendency to gloss over words, phrases and sentences that are unknown or too
difficult. To a certain degree, meaning may not be lost if the student has the ability to make
connections and comprehend along the way. However, this will not occur with expository genre
because of the linear composition.

What students read is significant! Nonfiction text helps develop schema, or background
knowledge, which accounts for a 33% variation in student achievement. The latest research
supports reading informational text in the earliest grades and across all disciplines (Goodwin &
Miller, 2013). Cross-curricular reading provides opportunities to make connections (Chandler,
2015). Just six years ago, a report published by ACT (college admission exam) indicated that
only 50% of its testing population was considered college ready. The differentiating factor
between those who were college ready and those who were not was the ability to read complex
text (Matthiessen, 2015). There has never been a time, up until recently, where the focus has
been on students reading for information. By the end of fourth grade, the nonfiction to fiction
ratio should be about 50/50 and 70/30 by twelfth grade (Matthiessen, 2015). Many of us grew
up reading classic fiction stories and narrative tales, which were appealing and entertaining.
Today, students cannot survive academically without an astute mind and ability to analyze text
critically. This takes skill and practice. Of course, we have a faction to reckon with- the
multimedia frenzy.

Students today are from a new time and place. They are the digital natives, who come
from a generation that many have a difficult time accepting- Generation Z. Maybe we should
call them the digitized iChildren, who are wired and networked like no others. No matter how
they’re wired, it is still our responsibility to teach them in the way they learn best. So, we
found this awesome tool online that could help in a big way! It may be the solution that ties our
digital babies to expository text, exposing them to current, real life information. It’s called
NEWSELA (pronunciation rhymes with Nutella). It is an online, web-based program. It has a
freemium price and is definitely worth your time investment. Newsela has great reviews
provided by Great Schools and Graphite by Common Sense Media. The website sends out daily
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publications with real world headlines. The text is adapted to meet five different levels of
complexity and readability (grades 3-12). Teachers can choose articles from archives that focus
on certain reading standards. Newsela provides, free of charge, quizzes that correspond to the
articles and standards. Students have the ability to annotate and highlight the digital text, which
also makes this program appealing. As a teacher, you just go to www.newsela.com, sign up for
an account, set up your classroom, and retrieve your classroom code. Students will register by
entering your classroom code. That’s it! It’s simple, it’s easy, it’s engaging, it’s interactive, and
it’s Free! If you want to learn more about this program, check them out on Facebook and
Twitter. EdSurge...one of my favorite digital sites...raves about Newsela’s capabilities. Read
the excerpt written by a fourth-grade teacher on our campus:

“Newsela is one of my favorite reading resources. It’s a huge hit with my 4th graders! It
is a free online program offering non-fiction reading comprehension practice. My
students love that they are able to select articles from several interesting categories, such
as law, money, kids, science, sports, etc. The Newsela staff takes articles every day from
well-known periodical sources (NY Times, Washington Post, etc.) and adapts them to
different reading levels. Teachers use each student’s Lexile levels to determine their
correlating levels in Newsela. Each article has a 4-question quiz that assesses common
reading comprehension skills (main idea, details, chronology, vocabulary, etc.). The
students can highlight and type notes in the margin that are also saved to their account.
I have used it for independent reading practice as well as to provide appropriately
leveled text for small group instruction. | am able to provide practice for skills the whole
class is learning but at different reading and complexity levels for my struggling, on-
grade level, and advanced students. Teachers can also assign articles to a class for
content integration (science or social studies) or to test a particular reading skill.
Articles can be searched by the teacher or student, by grade level, or comprehension
skill, in addition to the topics listed above. Once a student has been using Newsela, the
program memory has a function that caters articles by the previous selections they 've
made. This is a great feature, especially with younger students. One last little tidbit of
information... Newsela provides a writing prompt with each article. Students can type
responses right onto the website, where it is saved. Newsela has moved my students to
new levels of learning, while being excited at the same time.” Laura Rickabaugh, 4th
grade teacher, Midway ISD, Texas
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