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For educators navigating the complex landscape of elementary literacy instruction, few names carry
as much weight—or generate as much discussion—as Lucy Calkins. As the founding director of the
Teachers College Reading and Writing Project at Columbia University, Calkins has spent decades
refining a pedagogical approach that places authentic reading and writing at the center of the
classroom. Central to the effective implementation of her Units of Study is a document that often
serves as the teacher's compass: the Lucy Calkins Scope And Sequence Guide. This article
explores what this guide entails, its philosophical underpinnings, its practical applications, and how
educators can leverage it to build coherent, year-long literacy instruction that meets the diverse
needs of young learners.

WHAT IS THE LUCY CALKINS SCOPE AND SEQUENCE GUIDE?

The Lucy Calkins Scope And Sequence Guide is a detailed curricular roadmap that outlines the
progression of reading and writing skills, strategies, and genres across grade levels, typically from
kindergarten through fifth or eighth grade. Far more than a simple list of topics to cover, it provides
a coherent vision for how literacy development unfolds over time. The guide maps out when specific
units are taught, what skills are introduced, and how those skills build upon one another from one
unit to the next and from one grade to the next.

The scope and sequence is inherently tied to the workshop model, a hallmark of the Calkins
approach. This model structures each literacy block around a short, focused mini-lesson, followed
by extended time for independent reading or writing, during which the teacher conducts conferring
sessions and small-group instruction. The lesson ends with a brief share session where students
reflect on their learning. The scope and sequence ensures that each lesson within this structure is
purposeful and connected to a larger learning trajectory.

The guide is not a scripted curriculum. Instead, it functions as a flexible framework that empowers
teachers to make informed instructional decisions. It clarifies the essential standards and skills that
must be taught at each grade level, ensuring vertical alignment so that what students learn in
second grade prepares them for the expectations of third grade, and so on. This coherence is one of
the most valuable features of the Lucy Calkins Scope And Sequence Guide, as it prevents
fragmented instruction and helps students build a solid foundation for lifelong literacy.

THE PHILOSOPHICAL FOUNDATIONS OF THE SCOPE AND SEQUENCE

To fully appreciate the Lucy Calkins Scope And Sequence Guide, it helps to understand the
educational philosophy that informs it. Calkins' approach is rooted in constructivist learning
theory, which holds that children actively construct knowledge through experience, social
interaction, and reflection. In a writing workshop, this means that students learn to write by
writing—not by completing worksheets or memorizing grammar rules in isolation.

The scope and sequence reflects this belief by emphasizing authentic purposes for reading and
writing. Students are not simply learning to decode text or produce error-free sentences. They are
learning to read like writers and write like readers. They explore different genres, analyze author
craft, and experiment with various text structures. The progression of units—from narrative to
informational to opinion writing—mirrors the natural development of children's communication skills
and cognitive abilities.

Another key philosophical influence is differentiated instruction. The scope and sequence
recognizes that children develop at different rates and come to the classroom with varied
backgrounds and experiences. While the guide provides a clear trajectory, it also allows for
flexibility. Teachers are encouraged to use ongoing assessment, such as running records and
writing samples, to adjust instruction and provide targeted support through small groups and
individual conferences. The scope and sequence is thus a dynamic tool, not a rigid checklist.

Furthermore, the guide is deeply aligned with the belief that agency and ownership are critical to
student success. By following the scope and sequence, teachers gradually release responsibility to
students. Early units focus on building foundational skills and stamina, while later units push
students toward greater independence, critical thinking, and self-reflection. Students are
encouraged to set personal goals, choose their own reading materials within guided parameters, and
make deliberate craft decisions in their writing.

KEY COMPONENTS OF THE LUCY CALKINS SCOPE AND SEQUENCE GUIDE

Grade-Level Overviews and Unit Clusters

The Lucy Calkins Scope And Sequence Guide is typically organized by grade level, with each
grade containing a series of units aligned to specific genres or text types. For example, a typical
kindergarten writing scope and sequence might include a unit on drawing and labeling, followed by
a unit on narrative writing, and then a unit on informational writing. In later grades, the units
become more sophisticated, addressing argumentative writing, literary essays, and research-based
informational writing.

Each unit is further broken down into bends or phases, which represent a progression within the
unit itself. A bend might focus on generating ideas, another on drafting, another on revision, and
another on editing and publishing. This structure ensures that students experience the full writing
process repeatedly, developing fluency and craftsmanship over time.

Reading Units and Skill Progressions

On the reading side, the scope and sequence details how comprehension strategies are introduced
and refined. Early grades emphasize print concepts, phonics, and fluency as well as foundational
comprehension skills like retelling and making connections. As students progress, the focus shifts to
more complex skills such as inferring, determining theme, analyzing character development, and
evaluating an author's point of view, and comparing texts.

The guide carefully sequences the introduction of these reading strategies so that each new skill is
built upon previously mastered ones. For instance, before students can effectively analyze theme,
they must be able to identify the central message or lesson in a story. Before they can compare and

contrast texts, they must be comfortable summarizing and identifying key details.

Standards Alignment and Assessment

A significant component of the Lucy Calkins Scope And Sequence Guide is its alignment with
state and national standards, such as the Common Core State Standards. The guide maps each
unit and lesson to specific standards, helping teachers ensure that their instruction is rigorous and
comprehensive. This alignment is valuable for accountability purposes and for communicating with
administrators and families about the goals of the literacy program.

Assessment is woven throughout the scope and sequence. The guide includes suggestions for
formative assessments, such as writing checklists, reading logs, and conferring notes, which
teachers can use to monitor student progress and adjust instruction. Summative assessments, such
as on-demand writing prompts and reading benchmark assessments, are also incorporated at key
points to evaluate student growth and inform report card grades.

HOW THE SCOPE AND SEQUENCE SUPPORTS EFFECTIVE WRITING INSTRUCTION

The Lucy Calkins Scope And Sequence Guide is particularly influential in the realm of writing
instruction. One of its greatest strengths is its emphasis on the writing process. Students learn
that writing is not a single event but a recursive journey that involves generating ideas, drafting,
revising, editing, and publishing. The scope and sequence ensures that students engage with each
stage of the process multiple times across the school year, gradually deepening their understanding
and skill.

The guide also prioritizes genre study. Rather than teaching writing in a generic, one-size-fits-all
manner, the scope and sequence dedicates substantial time to exploring the specific features and
conventions of different genres. Students learn what makes a strong narrative, how to craft a
convincing argument, and how to organize informational text effectively. This explicit genre
instruction helps students internalize the structures and language features that are valued in
academic and professional writing.

Another critical contribution of the scope and sequence is its attention to craft. From the earliest
grades, students are introduced to the concept of author's craft—the specific techniques that writers
use to create effect. They learn to experiment with leads, endings, figurative language, dialogue,
sentence structure, and word choice. The scope and sequence spirals these craft skills, revisiting
them at increasingly complex levels as students develop.

Moreover, the guide supports the integration of reading and writing. Students are taught to read
mentor texts closely, analyzing how published authors achieve their effects, and then to apply those
same techniques to their own writing. This reciprocal relationship between reading and writing is a
cornerstone of the Calkins approach and is carefully sequenced in the scope and sequence guide.

IMPLEMENTING THE SCOPE AND SEQUENCE IN YOUR CLASSROOM

Implementing the Lucy Calkins Scope And Sequence Guide effectively requires more than
simply following the unit plans. Successful implementation begins with a thorough understanding of
the guide's structure and purpose. Teachers should take time at the beginning of the school year to
study the full scope and sequence for their grade level, noting how the units connect to each other
and to the standards they are expected to teach.

Here are some practical strategies for using the guide in daily instruction:

* Use the scope and sequence as a planning tool, not a script. Review the upcoming unit
and identify the key learning objectives. Then, consider the specific needs of your students.
Adjust the pacing, add supplemental materials, or modify lessons as necessary to ensure all
learners are supported and challenged.

* Integrate assessment seamlessly. The scope and sequence includes natural checkpoints
for assessment. Use these to gather data on student progress. Conferring notes, writing
samples, and reading logs are invaluable for understanding where each student is on the
learning progression.

e Collaborate with grade-level colleagues. The scope and sequence provides a common
language and shared goals for teaching teams. Regular collaboration can help ensure
consistency across classrooms and allow teachers to share effective strategies and resources.

e Communicate with families. Share the scope and sequence with parents and guardians at
the beginning of the year. Explain the key units and skills that students will be working on.
This helps families understand the instructional focus and ways they can support learning at
home.

e Stay flexible and responsive. While the scope and sequence provides a clear path, the best
instruction is responsive to student needs. If a particular concept requires more time, adjust
the schedule. If students demonstrate early mastery, accelerate or enrich the instruction.

COMMON CRITICISMS AND CONSIDERATIONS

No discussion of the Lucy Calkins Scope And Sequence Guide would be complete without
acknowledging the broader conversations and critiques surrounding the Units of Study. In recent
years, educators, researchers, and journalists have raised important questions about the program's
effectiveness, particularly in the area of foundational reading skills and phonics instruction. Some
critics argue that the workshop model, as outlined in the scope and sequence, does not always
provide enough explicit, systematic instruction in decoding and word recognition for struggling
readers.

In response to these concerns, Calkins and the Teachers College Reading and Writing Project have
revised the materials to incorporate more explicit foundational skills instruction. The most recent
editions of the Units of Study include dedicated phonics and word study components that are
aligned with the science of reading. The scope and sequence now reflects a more balanced
approach that includes both systematic skills instruction and authentic reading and writing
experiences.

It is also worth noting that the scope and sequence guide is a resource, not a panacea. Its
effectiveness depends heavily on the quality of implementation. Teachers who are well-trained in
the workshop model, who use assessment data to drive instruction, and who are responsive to
individual student needs will likely see strong results. Conversely, implementing the program in a
rigid, one-size-fits-all manner may not meet the needs of all learners, especially those who require
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additional support or enrichment. THE ROLE OF THE SCOPE AND SEQUENCE IN BUILDING A READING AND WRITING
Educators should approach the Lucy Calkins Scope And Sequence Guide with a critical eye, CULTURE
using It as a Yaluable frgmework while suppIementmg it v.wth. other evidence-based prgctmes as Beyond the specifics of skills and standards, the Lucy Calkins Scope And Sequence Guide plays
needed. Ongoing professional development, collaboration with literacy coaches, and a willingness to . . . . . .

) . ) . . . a vital role in shaping classroom culture. When implemented thoughtfully, it creates a predictable
adapt instruction based on student data are essential for maximizing the guide's potential. , . . :

and supportive environment where students know what to expect and feel safe taking risks as

readers and writers.
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