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Regional Educational Laboratory West 

Third-Grade Classroom Case Study 

Introduction 
The following case study tells the story of a week in the life of Mr. Ramirez and his third-grade class. 
The case study illustrates three recommendations from the WWC Improving Reading Comprehension in 
Kindergarten through 3rd Grade Practice Guide: 

Recommendations and Teaching Strategies from Module 4 

Recommendation 1: Teach students how to use reading comprehension strategies. 

Teach reading comprehension strategies by using a gradual release model. 

Recommendation 3: Guide students through focused, high-quality discussion on the meaning 
of text. 

Ask follow-up questions to encourage and facilitate discussion. 

Have students lead structured small-group discussions. 

Recommendation 5: Establish an engaging and motivating context in which to teach reading 
comprehension. 

Create opportunities for students to see themselves as successful readers. 

Give students the opportunity to learn by collaborating with their peers. 

Instances of each of the recommendations are called out throughout the case study. 

Background 
In science, Mr. Ramirez is teaching his third graders about plants and interdependent relationships 
in ecosystems. They are reading complex literary and informational texts in both science and English 
language arts (ELA). Mr. Ramirez makes sure to incorporate the elements of the gradual release of 
responsibility model into his instruction including explicit description, modeling, and collaborative, 
guided and independent use as they learn new comprehension strategies and skills. 

Mr. Ramirez teaches a third-grade class of 33 students with a wide range of backgrounds, languages, 
and learning strengths. Fifteen of his students are multilingual learners with several diferent home 
languages. Five of Mr. Ramirez’s students have been identifed as having mild learning disabilities. Mr. 
Ramirez uses teaching approaches that build upon their strengths, interests, and backgrounds to meet 
their varying needs. He also assesses students’ progress regularly to ensure each student gets support 
to meet their individualized learning goals. 

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide/14
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide/14
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Lesson Context and Gradual Release of Responsibility 
Mr. Ramirez and the other members of the third-grade teaching team meet weekly to plan lessons, 
discuss student work and assessment results, and read articles to refne their practice. Lately, Mr. Ramirez 
and his colleagues have noticed that when their students approach complex informational texts, many 
of them feel frustrated and give up when the vocabulary, and thus comprehension, becomes more 
challenging. 

Mr. Ramirez and his colleagues work together 
to plan a series of lessons focusing intensively 
on teaching their students how to read complex 
informational texts while leveraging strategies 
to help support their comprehension. They 
are focusing on helping students use the 
comprehension strategy of summarizing on their 
own. To encourage student independence with 
the strategy, they are working on collaborative 
summarizing, where students work together to 

Recommendation 1 

• Teach students how to use reading 
comprehension strategies. 

• Strategy: 

○ Summarizing 

combine and condense ideas into a short summary. The teachers chose a collaborative approach to 
summarizing because it provides students with opportunities to learn with and from each other. 

They plan a series of lessons to teach students how to collaboratively summarize text over the next week. 
The teachers agree to check in the following week to compare their observation notes on how their 
students respond to the collaborative use of the summarizing reading comprehension strategy. 

Mr. Ramirez and his colleagues have decided to focus on a collaborative learning strategy as a way 
to address students’ difculties with complex vocabulary and summarizing text. In what ways might 
collaboration with peers support students’ learning? How might Mr. Ramirez plan and prepare for 
collaborative learning in his class? 

Lesson Excerpts 
During ELA instruction the following day, 
Mr. Ramirez introduces an activity to 
help the students practice summarizing text 
collaboratively. He encourages them by sharing 
that although informational texts can feel 
challenging, there are strategies that will give 
them a way of tackling the texts so that they 
understand them better. 

Mr. Ramirez: When I am reading a tough 
informational text, every once in a while, 

Recommendation 1 

• Teach students how to use reading 
comprehension strategies. 

• Strategy: 

○ Teach reading comprehension strategies 
by using a gradual release model. 

I have to stop and summarize what I read just to make sure I am understanding the text. When 
you summarize, you put the reading into your own words. You say what the section is generally 
about without giving all the little details. Summarizing helps you fgure out the main idea of 
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what you just read. This is a really powerful comprehension strategy that you can use when 
you are reading on your own, and I am not around to help you. Today we are going to practice 
using this strategy. You like reading with a partner, right? [The students nod with enthusiasm.] 
Well, today, you are going to get to read a short excerpt of a text on plants with a partner and 
you’re going to work together to practice summarizing the text together. [Mr. Ramirez shows 
the students a chart with the steps and explains them.] 

Collaborative Summarizing Process 

Step 1: Find who or what is most important to the section. 

Step 2: Identify the most important actions or information in the section. 

Step 3: Use some of the most important words in the text to summarize the section in 15 words or 
fewer as a group. (Your summary can be more than one sentence.) 

Using a document camera to project the text for the students, Mr. Ramirez frst models by thinking 
aloud. He shows the students how to apply the strategy with a short section (2 paragraphs) of a text 
on plants the class has already read. As he reads the paragraphs once, the students read chorally 
with him. Then he goes back into the paragraphs and models how to do Step 1. He circles the words 
that tell who or what (ex. seed, roots, stems, and plants) is most important in the paragraphs, while 
simultaneously talking through his process so his students can understand what he is thinking. 

Mr. Ramirez models Step 2 by choosing a diferent color to highlight words that explain how seeds 
grow into plants. After highlighting steps in the process of germination, he moves to Step 3 and models 
how to decide which words are the most important by thinking aloud about the overall meaning of the 
passage. Then he puts the words together to create a concise summary of the passage. He writes and 
revises multiple versions of the short sentence, crossing out words here and adding other words there, 
while continuing to think aloud, until he settles on a sentence he is satisfed with. Then he rereads the 
paragraph to make sure his 15-word statement is an accurate summary of the passage. 

After he models the process once, he repeats it with the next passage, “What is photosynthesis?,” but 
this time he invites students to tell him which words to circle. Once he has guided students through 
Steps 1 and 2 and feels confdent that they understand the task, he challenges them to work with 
partners to create a collaborative summary using the words they have circled. He walks around the 
room to observe students and gauge how they are taking up the strategy as they negotiate with one 
another to create their summaries. 

Melanie and Rafael are working together to 
summarize the text. Mr. Ramirez notices that 
they have circled many words, including 
photosynthesis, eat, process, carbon dioxide, 
water, light, chemical, air, breathe, leaves, 
chloroplasts, sugar, oxygen, plants, and food. 
Now they must work together to determine what 
is most important to include in their summary. 
Mr. Ramirez listens in on their discussion. 

Recommendation 5 

• Establish an engaging and motivating 
context in which to teach reading 
comprehension. 

• Strategy: 

○ Give students the opportunity to learn 
by collaborating with their peers. 

Melanie: We could say, “Plants make 
their own food, and they use carbon dioxide and water and light …” 
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Rafael: And air, they need air, too. So, we could say, “Plants make their own food, and they 
need carbon dioxide, water, light, air, and then they make their food with it, and it’s called 
photosynthesis.” Wait, that’s too many words. 

Melanie: Yeah, and I think... I think the carbon dioxide... isn’t that a chemical that’s in the air? 
So maybe we don’t need to use the word air. 

Rafael: (Rereading the text with Melanie.) Yeah, you’re right. Okay, so let’s cross out air. What 
about chloroplasts? What are those again? 

Melanie and Rafael reread the passage multiple times as they collaboratively construct their summary, 
making sure that the words they are using are essential. They discuss how to put the words together so 
that the summary conveys the core meanings of the passage. As they discuss and write they rearrange 
the order of the words to best convey their thinking. 

Rafael: Okay, so we could say, “Plants make their own food, and they use carbon dioxide and 
light to do it. The chloroplasts in the leaves turns all that into sugar and that is the plant’s food. 
This is photosynthesis.” 

Melanie: That’s way too many words. Maybe we can combine some of the ideas. How about, 
“Plants make their own food with the chloroplasts in their leaves...” 

Rafael: In their cells. Here it says that the chloroplasts are in their cells. 

Melanie: Yeah, in their cells. So, we could say that, and then say that they use the 
chloroplasts to make the food, right? They use it to make sugar and oxygen, and the sugar turns 
into food. 

Rafael: Yeah, but I still think that’s going to be too many words. How about… (looks at the 
second sentence in the text). Here it says, “Photosynthesis is…” How about if we start with that? 

Melanie: “Photosynthesis is when plants make their own food using carbon dioxide, water, and 
light.” That’s 14 words! 

Rafael: Do we need “chloroplasts?” 

Melanie: I think this summary is what the passage is mostly about, I think that’s a detail. 

Rafael: Me, too. 

Mr. Ramirez applies a gradual release model within his lesson. What aspects of this lesson model 
each of the following stages within the gradual release process: explicit description, modeling, and 
collaborative and guided use? How might he know that students are prepared to move toward the fnal 
stage of independent use? 
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Mr. Ramirez checks the summary statements each set of partners has written and provides support to 
those who need it. Some students are so focused on being the frst pair to complete it that they forget 
to go back to the text to verify that their summaries accurately represent the most salient ideas in the 
passage. So, Mr. Ramirez redirects them to do so. Students who fnished are able to move to the next 
section and repeat the process. Once the allotted time for the task is up, Mr. Ramirez asks each pair 
to share their summary with another pair and compare what they wrote. Then he asks for volunteers 
to share their summary statements with the whole class. Mr. Ramirez compliments the students’ 
summaries and asks them to explain some of their thinking. 

Mr. Ramirez: Excellent summary, Melanie and Rafael. Can you explain to me why you decided 
not to include chloroplasts? 

Melanie: We decided not to include chloroplasts because… we used carbon dioxide, water, and 
light instead. 

Rafael: Yeah, we thought about including chloroplasts, but we decided that we had covered 
all the important information like you told us to by just using the other fourteen words in our 
summary. 

Mr. Ramirez: I see. So, you thought about the meaning in the passage, and the really important 
big ideas, and you just included those. Nice work. 

Mr. Ramirez sees that some of his students are still not quite understanding the process, so as the rest 
of the class works independently (with their partners) on the next section, he invites these students to 
his teaching table to provide additional modeling and guided practice. He wants to make sure that all 
students become comfortable with the strategy. 

The next day, some students continue practicing collaborative summarizing. However, Mr. Ramirez 
is attentive to the learning and development of each of his students and recognizes that some are 
ready to move on. To diferentiate the instructional tasks, he heterogeneously groups students in fours 
so that they are able to participate in structured peer-led discussions. To ensure participation in the 
task, he provides students with designated roles and specifc responsibilities to encourage productive 
and high-quality discussions. He references his “Group Roles and Responsibilities” sheet [link to 
document] to think through what roles will be best for this task. 

RaQuan: Ok, does everyone have their 
role and know what they’re doing to 
help the group? [His peers nod.] Ok, I am 
the facilitator so I will help guide us and 
keep us focused. The discussion question 
asks us, “How might photosynthesis be 
impacted if there is not enough sunlight? 
Try to use scientifc vocabulary in your 
explanations.” Wow, that’s interesting, 
who would like to begin? Francisco? 

Recommendation 3 

• Guide students through focused, high-
quality discussion on the meaning of text. 

• Strategy: 

○ Give students the opportunity to learn 
by collaborating with their peers. 

Francisco: Well, it can’t happen because it needs sun, so the plant will die. 

RaQuan: Can I ask a clarifying question? What can’t happen? You said “it” and I just want to be 
sure I know what you mean. 
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Francisco: Yes. I was talking about “photosynthesis.” 

RaQuan: Great. Thanks, Francisco. Joseline, it looked like you were thinking as you were 
listening. Could you share what you were thinking? 

Joseline: Sure. I agree, but I don’t think it will die right away. The question said not enough 
sunlight, so maybe there is some sunlight, which means maybe the plant can use that little bit 
of sunlight to make food. So, I don’t think it will die right away. 

RaQuan: That is a good point. The amount of sunlight could impact the process of 
photosynthesis. 

Thomas: We have one minute left! 

Francisco: Ok, so when we share out, I think we can say that we believe not enough sun will 
have a negative impact on the photosynthesis process, but it probably won’t kill the plant right 
away if there is some sunlight. Does everyone agree? 

Group: Yes! 

After time was up, Mr. Ramirez called the whole class back to the carpet. He gave each group an 
opportunity to share what they discussed. He highlighted some of the exemplary work that was 
done in the small groups that were working with him and highlighted the collaborative nature of the 
student-led groups and an appreciation for the critical thinking and engagement that he observed. He 
also highlighted the exemplary job of each role fulflling their responsibilities and how that contributed 
to a very productive, high-quality, student-led discussion. 

Mr. Ramirez attends to the needs of each student. What structures did he provide for those who 
needed additional support? When students were asked to work in structured, student-led discussion 
groups, what did he do to support their learning and working together efectively? 

Teacher Refection and Next Steps 
The following week during planning time, Mr. Ramirez debriefs with his teaching team. The teachers 
indicate how impressed they are with how their students engaged in working together to summarize 
the content of passages. Mr. Ramirez shares how a few of his students still do not quite understand the 
summarizing strategy, even after his modeling, guided practice, and small-group, teacher-supported 
instruction. The teachers share ideas that worked with their classes. The team decides that they will 
all model collaborative summarizing as a group for each of their classes. They think their students will 
enjoy watching their teachers pretend to be third graders, and they also feel that this type of fshbowl 
modeling will help reinforce the strategy for all students as well as provide additional scafolding for 
those students who still fnd the strategy challenging 
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