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Abstract 
 

In this paper I first identify and examine a lesson I frequently teach and then redesign the lesson 
based on current best practices in literacy.  The lesson is presented to undergraduate students 
preparing for the Medical College Admissions Test—Critical Analysis and Reasoning Skills 
(MCAT-CARS) section for admission into medical schools.  The existing lesson introduces 
students to active reading by way of identifying the two major components of argumentative 
writing: claims and support.  I retool the existing lesson to incorporate more aspects of critical 
inquiry, as described by Wilhelm (2007), and other specific literacy instructional maneuvers such 
as read-alouds, rhetoric, and writing to learn.  Finally, I include a revised lesson plan to 
disseminate the new method. 
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Literacy Lesson Plan Context and Purpose 
 

 In the existing three-hour lesson I aim to teach undergraduate students a process called 
active reading.  These students are pursuing medical school by studying for the Medical College 
Admissions Test—Critical Analysis and Reasoning Skills (MCAT-CARS) section.  The vast 
majority of students has a pre-health or science background and holds high GPA.  Multilingual 
students are not uncommon, some of whom may have learned English as an adolescent or adult. 

The MCAT-CARS section consists of nine passages of roughly 500-750 words each and 
a total of 53 text-dependent questions.1  Examinees are given 90 minutes to complete the section; 
in order to complete the section students must allocate approximately one minute per question 
and four minutes per passage.  The passage topics are split evenly between the humanities and 
social sciences.  While the existing lesson contains elements of literacy instruction, it does not 
reflect best practices found in current research.  The narrative portion of this paper will analyze 
the lesson in five steps, moving from the existing lesson to how the lesson should be revised.  
The second portion will be the newly revised lesson plan. 
 

The Existing Lesson 
 

 The existing lesson on active reading is the foundation of the course I teach on Critical 
Analysis and Reasoning Skills.  The undergraduate students in this context are well-trained in the 
sciences but are generally lacking in critical literacy skills.  Incidentally, performance on the 
MCAT-CARS section is the most valued metric by medical admissions committees because it is 
the only factor strongly correlated to success in the first two years of medical school (The 
Princeton Review, 2013).   While such a finding would not surprise those familiar with current 
research in literacy, many in the sciences have yet to accept such a stance.  The MCAT-CARS 
test writers, the American Association of Medical Colleges (AAMC), certainly count among 
those familiar with critical literacy—as indicated by recently removing all science-based 
passages from the section, thus minimizing both topic interest bias (Magliano, Durik, & Holt, 
2011) and strengths in reading pre-health texts (American Association of Medical Colleges, 
2015).  At present, these students cannot reliably identify the main ideas conveyed in an 
unfamiliar, complex text in a short amount of time. 
 

Details of the Existing Lesson 
 

 The existing lesson is primarily a lecture and application exercise.  At the beginning of 
the existing lesson I introduce the concept of interrogating each paragraph of the text with three 
key questions: (1) What is the main idea? (2) How does this idea relate to what came before? (3) 
What is the author going to discuss next?  Posing these questions, I am asking my students to 
read with purpose in mind, synthesize information in a text, and predict what new information 
may appear next.  These are all powerful literacy skills.  However, undergraduate students who 
do not already read a text actively require further instruction in order to learn how.   

                                                
1  The AAMC recently redesigned the exam and continue to refine specific structural 
details.  The CARS section was formerly called Verbal Reasoning.  For updated information see 
www.aamc.org. 
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 Next I introduce the two components of argumentative writing: claims and support.  First, 
I ask the class for the definition of a claim.  I accept any answer close to “a statement of belief,” 
and note it on the board under the heading “claims.”  Second, I ask the class for an example of 
support.  Here, sometimes with some prodding, I develop with the class a laundry list of ways an 
argument can be supported.  I then emphasize that active readers, the first time they read a text, 
pay less attention to the supporting details, but instead they focus on synthesizing the claims the 
author makes.  What makes this process “active,” in part, is continually interrogating the 
support—asking why the author mentions it.  If the reader knows why a piece of support is 
offered, then the reader will readily identify the claim at hand. 
 Next, I ask the students to apply these active reading skills on a practice passage from 
their class workbook.  I recall to the students the three interrogation questions to ask the text 
from the beginning of the existing lesson and also instruct the students to make a marginal note 
to summarize the claims as they read.  After everyone has finished their work on the practice 
passage and accompanying questions, I walk through the practice passage with input from the 
class.  Once I hear either a strong claim or consensus on a claim for a paragraph, I write it on the 
board as stated by the student.  To conclude working the practice passage, I ask the class for the 
overall purpose of the practice passage.  This question acts as a check on the students’ abilities to 
synthesize a complex argument. I quickly discuss the accompanying questions by continually 
referencing the notes on the board to provide support for the correct answers.  This concludes the 
two-thirds of the existing lesson. 
 After the break, I discuss what words are important to highlight and why students should 
annotate those words.  I introduce the concept with an analog to paying attention in a lecture 
class.  Throughout the discussion I emphasize that annotation for the MCAT-CARS section must 
be purposeful.  In this context, highlighting is best used as a method to call attention to rhetorical 
markers within a text.  I then direct the students to a second practice passage of the same 
difficulty (read: text complexity).  I remind the students of the interrogation questions, claims 
and support, and purposeful annotation then allow the students ten minutes to complete the 
practice passage and accompanying questions.  Lastly, I review the practice passage and 
accompanying questions with the students as described in the previous paragraph.  I allot three 
hours for this instruction. 
 

Identifying Areas of Need in the Existing Lesson 
 

 The existing lesson falls short logistically in two substantial ways: duration and materials.  
Firstly, it splits instructional time with a discussion of annotation.  More time needs to be spent 
on active reading.  Secondly, the second practice passage assigned is, alone, insufficiently 
challenging to demonstrate the need for active reading skills.  However, a leap to a much more 
complex text must be carefully scaffolded.  Munger and Murray (2014) have discussed 
considerations for advancing students to more complex texts, particularly the zones of proximate 
development of students (Vygotskiĭ & Cole, 1978).  While the authors’ “deliberate practice” 
model (Munger & Murray, 2014) is largely incorporated into the existing lesson, more deliberate 
steps could be employed for increasing text complexity.  Yet, if a more difficult text with the 
appropriate scaffolding were included, the revised lesson must dedicate the entire three hours to 
active reading.  If this additional time is made available, it would be beneficial to model active 
reading through the difficult practice passage as a read-aloud while explaining what aspects of 
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the text students should notice and why it is important to do so (Moje & Speyer, 2014; O'Brien & 
Dillon, 2014; Rubenstein-Avila & Leckie, 2014). 
 Pedagogically, the existing lesson is lacking because it is not driven by concerns of 
motivation, situated cognition (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989), haptics (Mangen & Velay, 
2010), or writing to learn (Bomer & Fowler-Amato, 2014).  Certainly, one can assume MCAT-
CARS students are motivated by their own goals of obtaining a Medical Doctorate, but such an 
assumption does not address the varying levels of interest and engagement in these students.  All 
of these students are quite successful in college and do not necessarily view themselves as 
“struggling” readers.  Nor should they; MCAT-CARS students are all very capable in their 
respective content areas.  However, they have not explicitly been taught literacy across the 
curriculum, if at all.  Researchers have addressed the need for motivated literacy learning for all 
students.  Wilhelm (2007) has suggested reframing the existing lesson with inquiry through 
guiding questions to boost motivation, whereas Hall and Comperatore (2014) have advised 
modeling and discussing struggles with complex texts to improve the same.  Within the MCAT-
CARS context, there may be limits to the amount of inquiry that can be designed into the revised 
lesson, but at present there is little use of guiding questions and ensuing discussion.  Including 
more inquiry and discussion of struggles with challenging texts both addresses the social and 
physical (emotional) state of learners and deepens the apprenticeship model of teaching and 
learning described in situated cognition (Brown et al., 1989).  Lastly, two sets of authors suggest 
overlapping reasons to include more writing in the revised lesson.  Mangen and Velay (2010) 
have argued that application of haptics (the relationship between visual perception and motor 
activities) leads to differences in memory retention.  Their research also supports handwriting as 
a tool for learning.  By insisting on a handwritten project, students may not only further develop 
active reading as a habit of mind but may also deepen their connection to the rhetorical devices 
employed by authors through what Bomer & Fowler-Amato (2014) have described as writing to 
learn. 
 

Rationale for the Revised Lesson 
 

 Current best practices in literacy research shed light on a path for improving the existing 
lesson.  I evaluate the following methods which could address the substantive flaws described 
above. 
 Rubenstein-Avila and Leckie (2014) have recommended discussing the structure and 
language of texts in addition to reading strategies, like active reading, to scaffold complex texts 
for the benefit of all students’ literacies.  So altering the existing lesson to include a more in-
depth discussion and identification of rhetorical devices within authorial uses of claims and 
support should deepen learning and improve application for all students.  The authors have 
argued that this approach is also particularly beneficial for English as an Additional Language 
(EALs) learners, which makes such pedagogical moves all the more important for MCAT-CARS 
students, many of whom are multilingual.  
 Moje and Speyer (2014) have suggested “spending a fair amount of time on whole-class 
think-alouds of readings, especially early in a unit” (p. 220) and that doing so models 
questioning the text and triaging comprehension problems in real-time.  The authors have also 
suggested projecting the text onto a writeable surface during this activity in order to add a strong 
visual aid (p. 225).  This approach is preferable because it makes visible the cognitive process of 
an expert. 
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As Munger and Murray (2014) have suggested, challenging texts can be introduced by 
bridging the gap between the students’ zones of proximal development and the new material with 
analogies.  Such an analogy could be introduced after discussing the rhetorical devices (claims 
and support) and prior to the difficult practice passage.  Other analogies are already present in 
the existing lesson, but more could be explicitly used to introduce new textual exercises. 
 Graphic organizers and multimodal tools are discussed as a boon to learning by numerous 
authors.  Bomer and Fowler-Amato (2014) have recommended “[designing] instruction on the 
basis of what students already understand” (p. 158) by involving students’ extracurricular writing 
practices.  Bromley (2014) has encouraged word and concept maps to build associations between 
words and ideas.  Further, Rubenstein-Avila and Leckie (2014) have advocated using limited-
information slides with emboldened key terms or supplementing teaching points with images or 
short videos.  While multimodal tools are effective means to improve literacy learning for all 
students, the techniques aren’t necessarily appropriate for MCAT-CARS students.  Most of these 
students are very detail oriented and rarely develop higher order visualization skills, thus making 
rhetorical identification and application strategies a higher priority.  Images and videos would 
not only be difficult to curate or design but would also be unlikely to develop the intended 
literacy skills as well as would the read-aloud or writing activity. Likewise, concept mapping 
tools build abstractions and associations that go beyond the text-based demands of the MCAT-
CARS section.  What bears some potential is using student social media skills in some more 
tangible way, as Bomer and Fowler-Amato (2014) have suggested above.  While I may discuss 
“live tweeting” a text as an analog to annotation, actually incorporating the technology into the 
revised lesson raises logistical and privacy concerns.  Additionally, I am not convinced that such 
use of social media could improve learning in a way that class discussion cannot. 
 Students could write to learn (Bomer & Fowler-Amato, 2014) more deeply about the 
rationale behind the MCAT-CARS writers’ question and answer choice patterns.  By addressing 
a particularly challenging text as described above and then assigning small group work to write 
out possible, convincing misreadings of main ideas, purpose, and tone the students could more 
intimately explore not only what information in a text acts as a “distractor” but also what expert 
MCAT-CARS readers do.  This exercise could be concluded with a social aspect by comparing 
the groups’ works in class discussion. 
 As I alluded in the Identifying Areas of Need section above, student interest and 
engagement (and, by extension, motivation) is always an issue and has been discussed by 
numerous authors.  A discussion of reading identities could prove fruitful for furthering student 
performance, but Hall and Comperatore (2014) have noted in their study that such improvements 
often develop over the course of months, if not a year.  Including aspects of reading identity may 
or may not benefit MCAT-CARS students since the course duration is typically less than three 
months.  But such discussion is unlikely to consume too much of the revised lesson, especially if 
it is combined with the intrinsic motivational tool of inquiry as Wilhelm (2007) has described.  
Of further interest, Rush and Reynolds (2014) have discussed the role of understanding and 
metacognition as it relates to “good” readers versus “struggling” readers.  In the article, the 
authors have cited Bomer’s (as cited in Rush & Reynolds, 2014) earlier findings that 
“struggling” readers disengage and spend less time reading text, often skimming or skipping 
portions of text because they do not expect to understand.  Additionally, in a research report 
published by the Law School Admission Council, the authors have found that examinees who 
were less interested in the topic of a text spent less time reading that particular text than ones 
they found more enticing (Magliano et al., 2011).  Such findings by Rush and Reynolds (2014), 



LITERACY LESSON PLAN   
 

6 

Bomer (as cited in Rush & Reynolds, 2014), and Magliano et al. (2011) suggest a link between 
engagement with a text, reading identity, and comprehension.  While no known study has 
connected these issues explicitly in this context, it stands to reason that engendering motivation 
could enhance comprehension and performance.  Moreover, no singular literacy approach could 
address the cyclical relationship between comprehension and engagement; understanding and 
motivation appear to exist in a positive feedback loop. 
 

Reflection on the Revised Lesson 
 

 Revising the existing lesson proved a challenging exercise because the literacy skills 
were always in the forefront.  What I found most intriguing is how much I used to treat those 
literacy skills as content.  In other words, the existing lesson primarily positioned the instructor 
as the transmitter of expertise through lecture.  While I present my ideal revision of the lesson 
below, I am struck by the amount of time I wasted by not consistently introducing ideas with 
questions and analogies.  I had always felt the constraint of time in the existing lesson, but I 
hadn’t realized just how many opportunities there were to better bridge students’ previous 
experiences within the existing lesson through analogy and guided inquiry. That insight alone 
would improve the existing lesson greatly.  However, it is the inclusion of rhetoric and the 
participatory activities that excite me most. 
 I think students will appreciate the addition of rhetoric for two reasons.  First, pre-health 
students are extremely adept with technical terminology.  Second, by scripting the introduction 
to rhetorical devices, I can better bridge through analogy their previous experiences to the 
technical terminology.  Defining the moving parts of rhetoric in a way that engages their 
previous experiences will improve the transfer of learning of the active reading process. 
 By using a projection of a difficult practice passage and working through it with the class 
as a read-aloud, the revised lesson stands to make a significant difference in student perception 
of improvement in reading.  As I mentioned above, most MCAT-CARS students are reluctant to 
acknowledge any deficiency in literacy skills.  As such, by carefully scaffolding a challenging 
text I may further convince students of the efficacy of active reading through apprenticeship.  It 
is fortuitous that convincing students to read actively is a byproduct of revising the existing 
lesson from a stronger literacy stance. 
 The writing activity, introduced above, has tremendous potential for both learning and 
retention, but I am concerned about including it so early in the course.  Typically, I am able to 
develop a nurturing environment of trust after a few classes, but I don’t know that I can get 8-20 
(mostly) strangers comfortable enough to share openly during the second session.  If it goes well 
the students will readily exchange ideas and deepen their understanding of purpose, main idea, 
and tone.  On the other hand, if students are uncomfortable relaying nascent ideas with peers, 
then the exercise will be painfully unproductive.  In anticipation of such a disaster I ought to 
prepare additional scaffolds for the activity.  Perhaps some of the cloze and phrase strategies 
Rubenstein-Avila and Leckie (2014) have described would be appropriate back-up. 
 

The Revised Lesson Plan 
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Context Approximately 8-20 undergraduate students (pre-health, mostly) who are 
studying for the MCAT.  The unit covers all important aspects of the 
MCAT-CARS.  Each meeting is three hours in length.  This is the 
second of seven meetings, for a total of 21 hours of instructional time. 

Rationale Student motivation is essential and can be readily encouraged through a 
system of critical inquiry (Wilhelm, 2007).  Additionally, students need 
modeled behavior of cognitive processes and challenges in order to learn 
through apprenticeship and to change reading identities (Brown et al., 
1989; Hall & Comperatore, 2014).  Questioning the text increases 
comprehension (Fisher & Frey, 2014; Wilhelm, 2007).  Read/think-
alouds with the aid of a projector enhance apprenticeship and modeling 
(Moje & Speyer, 2014).  Writing activities can increase retention and 
cognition (Bomer & Fowler-Amato, 2014; Mangen & Velay, 2010).   

Objectives Students will: (1) Actively read by questioning a text  (2) Separate 
claims from support by identifying rhetorical devices  (3) Identify the 
main idea of each paragraph  (4) Write marginalizations of each main 
idea  (5) Identify potential "distractor" information 

Timeline Ask, "How do you become a better reader?" and discuss (10 min).                             
Ask a student to describe a significant challenge and discuss as analogy 
to reading improvement (10 min).                                                                                       
Introduce the concept of active reading with interviewer analogy and 
discuss the three interrogation questions (10 min).                                                                     
Application: practice MCAT-CARS passage with questions (10 min).                    
Discuss the passage and questions/answer choices by referring back to 
active reading and annotations (30 min).                                                                                    
BREAK--during this time, set up the projector (10 min).                                               
Ask, "How did you recognize the main ideas?" and discuss (5 min).                          
Introduce claims and support with, "Mom says you can't sleepover 
because..." analogy. Delineate rhetorical devices (15 min).                                                                       
Application: difficult sample MCAT passage, no questions (5 min).                     
Initiate discussion main ideas (5 min).                                                                   
Project each paragraph of the difficult sample MCAT passage and read-
aloud while modeling the active reading process and identifying 
rhetorical devices on the board (20 min).                                                                                                                  
Place students in small groups for distractor writing exercise (20 min).                                                                                                     
Each group reports to the entire class (10 min).                                                      
Whole class think-aloud: reveal and work the difficult sample MCAT 
passage questions--modeling use of marginal notes (already on the 
board) and potential distractor information in answer choices (10 min).                                                   
Recap the efficacy of active reading for difficult texts (10 min).                              
Total time: 180 minutes 

Assessment Verbal formative assessment: asking for the overall main idea of the 
passage.  Informal assessment: visual check for annotations.  Informal 
formative assessment (class five): student facility in discussing 
"distractor" information.  Formal formative and summative assessment: 
practice test scores. 
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