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Genre Study: Teaching with Fiction and Nonfiction Books is a comprehen-

sive professional book that focuses on genre study through inquiry-based learning  

with an emphasis on improving reading comprehension and supporting the craft of 

writing. In exploring genre study, Fountas and Pinnell advocate a way of thinking 

about teaching and learning in which students are actively engaged in the inquiry 

process. Students learn how to develop genre understandings through a process 

of immersing themselves in mentor texts, and, with teacher guidance, analyzing 

and experiencing the foundational characteristics that help them to understand  

and define the genre. These understandings are critical to deep comprehension  

of texts. 

In Genre Study, the authors concentrate on three broad instructional contexts 

for developing students’ genre expertise through authentic reading and writing:  

Interactive Read-Aloud, Readers’ Workshop, and Writers’ Workshop, to facilitate  

a deeper conversation about the study of genre and its role in high-quality literacy 

programs across the grades. Fountas and Pinnell show how to build genre knowl-

edge in minilessons, guided reading, book clubs, conferences, and independent 

reading. They provide a variety of practical tools such as examples of minilessons, 

curriculum maps, reader’s notebooks, reference charts, and genre thinkmarks 

to support your teaching. Included in the appendices are comprehensive lists  

of mentor texts—high-quality, age-appropriate exemplar texts—organized by  

grade level and genre, that support the inquiry process. Additionally, the authors 

have provided extensive lists of children’s book resources, including lists of series 

and sequels books and links to a diverse selection of award-winning books.

To enable your efficient planning and teaching, the authors have also developed  

the Genre Quick Guide for you to have at your fingertips as a reference tool 

that defines the fiction and nonfiction genres and summarizes key characteristics 

of each. This spiral-bound companion is designed to help you actively engage  

students in the exploration of texts so they can notice and identify genre char-

acteristics, and construct working definitions that guide their thinking as readers  

and writers.

For a comprehensive 
list of precisely  

leveled books for 
small-group instruction or  
independent reading, visit  
the Fountas & Pinnell  
Leveled Books website.

Utilize the Fountas & Pinnell Leveled 
Books website to search for high- 
interest books that will engage your 
students’ intellect and wonder, and  
build their knowledge of genre. This 
frequently updated, subscription-
based, online list contains 45,000+ 
titles submitted by over 300 publishers 
and reviewed and leveled by Irene 
Fountas and Gay Su Pinnell and their 
expert leveling teams. The A–Z list 
includes single titles plus series books 
that span a range of text complexities 
and themes and can be used for small-
group instruction or choice libraries for 
independent reading. You can locate a 
wide range of short story collections  
and graphic texts.

The list can be searched on multiple 
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explored in Genre Study: Teaching 
with Fiction and Nonfiction Books.
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334 Genre Study

Writing About Reading 
in a Reader’s Notebook

Learning to respond powerfully to books is one of the great
truths [students] will learn in school. It reflects their thinking 

and their learning lives.

—JANET ANGELILLO

C H A P T E R

18

readers’ engagement with texts, help them become
more involved in their reading both intellectually and
emotionally, and support more organized and analyt-
ical ways of thinking about texts. We recommend using
a reader’s notebook in which students keep records of
their reading and write letters to and participate in
other forms of dialogue with their teacher, as well as
introducing other kinds of writing about reading as
part of small-group instruction (guided reading and
literature discussion, for example). 

We recently revised the original Reader’s Note-
book to focus specifically on students in grades 2–4.
A new Reader’s Notebook: Advanced (2011), for grades
4–8, focuses more on genre (we discuss Reader’s Note-
book: Advanced in more detail later). Both notebooks
offer valuable experiences and resources that increase
students’ ability to articulate their understandings
about texts in a variety of written forms.

Readers extend their understandings through lan-
guage interactions with others, either orally or in writ-
ing. In either form they are communicating their
thinking. Writing about reading can vary greatly in vol-
ume and form. The particular forms students use to
write about reading depend on their grade level and
their current abilities. The writing can take a variety of
forms. You can vary the writing task from “short
writes” of just a few minutes (half a page to a page) to
polished essays that may fill three or more pages. Writ-
ing about reading can be entirely open-ended, in which
students write expressively about their thinking, or you
can establish some requirements while still allowing
open response. At some point, older students should
also learn how to write a totally structured response,
although the observations and ideas must be their own. 

Elsewhere (Fountas and Pinnell 2000, 2006) we
have discussed writing as a powerful way to increase
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authentic audience for sharing their voice. There is a
simple letter form to use as a starting point, as well as
guidelines students can use to check their writing. 

The inside front cover of the revised Reader’s Note-
book states guidelines for readers’ workshop; the inside
back cover lists ways to have a good book discussion.

Using Reader’s Notebook:
Advanced
In this chapter we describe in detail the organization
of Reader’s Notebook: Advanced and the way it func-
tions within readers’ workshop. We discuss, with exam-
ples, a number of ways students can explore genre
through writing about reading. Students bring their
notebooks to readers’ workshop and may use them
during any and every part of this instructional period:

■ Book talks and minilesson. During book talks,
students can note titles they are interested in
reading. During genre study minilessons, they
write down the things they notice, the genre
definition, and examples of mentor texts in
the Genre Studies section. During other mini-
lessons, they write down the principle, any
notes, and mentor texts in the Minilessons
section.

■ Independent reading and conferring. At first, stu-
dents might write one thoughtful letter a week
to the teacher (who responds). This helps stu-
dents learn how to share their genuine thinking
with a real audience. Following minilessons on
different forms of writing about reading, stu-
dents can choose their form of response. The
notebook also contains sections for keeping a
record of reading, particularly types of genres. 

■ Guided reading and literature discussion (book
clubs). During the workshop, teachers some-
times bring together small groups of students
for guided reading or book clubs. Guided
reading (see Chapter 19) provides intensive
instruction for a small group of students who
are reading at about the same level of text. In
book clubs (see Chapter 14), students either
read or listen to a shared text and then discuss

Reader’s Notebook includes an introduction espe-
cially helpful for students who have not used one
before. Teachers in grade 4 who have students who
have already used a Reader’s Notebook for two years
may want to use Reader’s Notebook: Advanced. It’s
aimed at students who understand all the routines of
readers’ workshop and are ready for formal genre study.
Students’ experience and foundational understanding
guide decisions about using the notebook. 

Using Reader’s Notebook
The newly revised Reader’s Notebook (Heinemann
2012) includes four sections: Reading List, Choosing
Books, Minilessons, and Writing About Reading. (In
kindergarten and grade 1 children may draw and write
in blank notebooks.) 

In the Reading List section students record the total
number of books they read during the year. There is
space for specifying reading requirements and a Gen-
res at a Glance chart that defines each genre and assigns
it a corresponding code. The Reading List form includes
space for recording book titles, authors, genre codes,
dates completed, and a code for whether the book was
easy, just right, or difficult. Students can also indicate
whether they abandoned the book and why. (Graphic
texts are given an asterisk.)

The Choosing Books section provides tips for
choosing books and giving a book talk. A form on
which students can record books they want to read in
the future is also included, the assumption being that
students will hear about interesting books from their
peers or the teacher’s book talks.

The Minilessons section offers tips for how to use
their notebooks during minilessons. It includes simple
diagrams illustrating how fiction and nonfiction texts
are organized. For each minilesson presented, students
use blank, lined Record of Minilessons pages to copy or
glue on information, make notes about what they want
to remember, and list books that are good examples.

A chart in the Writing About Reading section lists
different formats students can use to write about read-
ing, from brief notes to longer essays. The goal for the
student is to interpret the meaning of the text and
respond to it. Letters to the teacher give students an

Chapter 18 / Writing About Reading in a Reader’s Notebook 335

GenreStudy_18_Layout 1  3/29/12  4:58 PM  Page 335



forms for writing about reading, some guide-
lines students can use to check their writing, a
letter explaining how to use the notebook, a
list of suggestions for writing about reading,
and blank pages for student work.

■ The Glossary lists useful terms and their defi-
nitions, so students can find definitions
quickly.

Inside Front Cover
Inside the front cover is Guidelines for Readers’ Work-
shop, a set of simple guidelines for the community of
readers and writers (see Figure 18.2). 

Section 1: Reading List
During the workshop, students read a book of their
own choosing and share their thinking about the book
with others. The time spent reading is silent. Students

it following literature discussion routines. Stu-
dents can use their notebook in either situa-
tion to note points they want to discuss, jot
down things they notice, refer to previous
minilessons, remember examples, or analyze
texts using graphic organizers. 

■ Group share. At the end of readers’ workshop,
students bring their notebooks to the sharing
session. It helps them remember what they
want to share with a partner, a small group, or
the whole group.

Parts and Tools in Reader’s
Notebook: Advanced
The notebook includes a collection of helpful tools, as
well as specific sections that help students organize
their writing. It’s designed to be used efficiently. It is
amazing how much time can be wasted searching
through a notebook to find a specific section or item.
The published version (the cover is shown in Figure
18.1) includes tabbed sections that make teaching more
efficient and lessons move more quickly: 

■ The Reading List section supports readers’
workshop routines. It includes Guidelines for
Readers’ Workshop, Reading Requirements,
Books to Read, and the Reading List (books
read) form.

■ The Genre Studies section supports inquiry. It
includes a chart to help students understand
fiction and nonfiction genres and their rela-
tionships, as well as forms on which to record
a particular genre’s characteristics, definition,
and examples. 

■ The Minilessons section supports the direct
lessons taught at the beginning of the work-
shop (and is referred to during share time). It
includes a record of minilessons, along with
reference charts describing basic fiction and
nonfiction.

■ The Writing About Reading section supports a
variety of student writing about reading. It
includes a chart with definitions of different
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Figure 18.1 Cover and tabbed sections from Reader’s 
Notebook: Advanced
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18.3). Students use the Reading Requirements chart to
tally the number of texts read in each category and thus
are able to monitor their own reading progress.

If readers’ workshop is conducted four or five days
a week and students are also reading at home, they can
finish approximately one book a week (often more
titles of challenging but shorter fiction and nonfiction).
Some texts may take longer than a week but others will
take less. Whatever the text difficulty, students select
texts they can read independently—with accuracy,
understanding, and good momentum. 

One Reading Requirement category is Genre Free
Choice. Having students do a great deal of reading of
their own choosing is strongly supported by research (see
Chapter 16). But you also want to ensure that over the
years students learn to understand many genres. There-
fore, at the same time you engage students in genre
inquiry and present genre minilessons, have them choose
their own examples of the genre to read independently.

do not talk with others unless they are conferring indi-
vidually with the teacher or engaged in small-group
instruction (guided reading or book clubs). Everyone
uses soft voices when conferring or working in small
groups. There are expectations about how books are
chosen, and students have the opportunity to choose
books they think they will enjoy. 

Books should be accessible—that is, within the stu-
dent’s current reading ability—but students should not
choose books by text level (see Chapter 19). If students
have difficulty selecting appropriate books, you can assist
them in individual conferences. If minilessons on select-
ing books haven’t been successful for particular students,
you need to reteach them how to choose well—have
them read a little of the book and think about whether
they can read it independently and whether they under-
stand it. Sometimes you need to help a student get
started, especially in a new genre, by setting genre and
quantity requirements for student reading (see Figure
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Figure 18.2 Guidelines for Readers’ Workshop from Reader’s
Notebook: Advanced

Figure 18.3 Reading Requirements from Reader’s Notebook:
Advanced
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on the form. If they have heard about the book in a
book talk or read a peer book review of it, they know
the genre. If not, they leave the genre notation column
blank until they have a chance to read the book.

This list becomes a resource for selecting a new
book. When you have a list of interesting books in
mind, it’s easy to pick a new one. Also, if students need
to read in a particular genre, they can quickly identify
examples of books they intend to read in that genre.
Using this form helps students become readers who
always have potential “reads” in mind.

Students use the Reading List form (see Figure
18.5) to keep records on their own reading throughout
the year (several pages are provided). They list each title
they have read, along with the author, genre, date com-
pleted, and a one-word response. Looking at this list
together during individual conferences, you and your
students can see reading patterns and set goals. The list
represents a large and connected body of work on the

It is a good idea for grade-level colleagues to deter-
mine genre requirements together. Working across
grade levels is also a good idea. You want to know your
students’ previous experiences in genre study, for
example. Working together also helps you and your
colleagues take a longer-term perspective. When mak-
ing these decisions, consider:

■ Requirements of district or state curriculum
guides and standards.

■ National Curriculum standards (for example,
Common Core Standards).

■ The emphases codified in The Continuum of
Literacy Learning.

■ The strands of genre study you plan to imple-
ment across the year.

The Books to Read form (see Figure 18.4) helps stu-
dents select books. As they hear book talks or get rec-
ommendations from friends, they write interesting titles
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Figure 18.4 Books to Read from Reader’s Notebook: Advanced Figure 18.5 Reading List from Reader’s Notebook: Advanced

GenreStudy_18_Layout 1  3/29/12  4:58 PM  Page 338



Figure 18.7), because the characteristics and working
definition become the basis for minilessons. Once stu-
dents are very familiar with genre inquiry, they can also
list some of the things they notice independently, for
later sharing. Students also list here some examples of
texts in each genre, from interactive read-aloud, liter-
ature discussion, and independent reading. Remem-
bering mentor texts supports concrete understandings
of the genre.

Section 3: Minilessons
As you move from inquiry to minilessons, help your stu-
dents learn how to make their own record of minilesson
principles so that they can look back on what they have
learned and think about the minilesson and how it helps
them as readers and writers. They can also list titles of
books in the genre, give examples from a book, or make
notes of what they want to remember. Instructions are
provided at the beginning of the section.

part of the student. Your students can use it to get back
to their thinking about particular texts and realize their
own growth across the year. 

Section 2: Genre Studies
The Genre Studies section of the notebook supports
students as they learn about the various genres of writ-
ten texts. It begins with a quick-reference chart that
breaks out fiction and nonfiction genres and shows
their relationships (see Figure 18.6). Students can refer
to it during interactive read-aloud, minilessons, guided
reading, and individual conferences.

Following the chart are several pages students can
use to record their participation in genre inquiry. Dur-
ing interactive read-aloud you chart your students’
shared thinking about what they notice about a genre,
and together you and your students use these charac-
teristics to create a working definition. Students record
this shared thinking on the Genre Studies form (see
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Figure 18.6 Understanding Genres chart Figure 18.7 A page from Genre Studies section 
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Figure 18.8 Record of Minilessons page from Reader’s 
Notebook: Advanced

Figure 18.9 Text Structures page from Reader’s Notebook:
Advanced

through minilessons and demonstrations) is discussed
in detail later in this chapter. 

Following this page is a list of guidelines students
can use to check their writing (see Figure 18.11). First
on the list, students need to reread their writing to be
sure it makes sense. They also need to include standard
parts of a letter (the date and a greeting and closing,
for example) and respond to what the teacher (or peer)
has written to them. They need to include the title of
the book that is the subject of the letter or dialogue
journal. They learn some conventions such as under-
lining the title of a book and putting direct quotes in
quotation marks, followed by the page number. They
also need to proofread to be sure that the writing is
neat and that spelling, capitalization, and punctuation
are correct. These criteria apply to all writing about
reading that students do.

Next, a letter explains the procedures of the notebook
and readers’ workshop to the students (see Figure 18.12).

The Record of Minilessons page (see Figure 18.8) is
followed by several diagrams depicting fiction and
nonfiction text structures that students need to be
familiar with: basic narrative structure, an alternative
narrative structure for fiction, and the most important
nonfiction text structures (see Figure 18.9). Students
can refer to these diagrams while reading independ-
ently and during small-group reading instruction and
interactive read-alouds. Following the diagrams are a
number of blank pages on which students can take
notes on the minilessons: the minilesson principle, text
examples, any other notes that will be helpful.

Section 4: Writing About Reading
Here students collect the letters they write about books
as well as other kinds of writing about reading they have
completed. The section begins with a list of forms of
writing about reading and related definitions (see Fig-
ure 18.10). Each of these types of writing (introduced
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Order the Genre Suite

Order Reader’s Notebooks: Advanced

http://www.heinemann.com/products/e04449.aspx
http://www.heinemann.com/products/e04287.aspx
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