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UNDERSTANDING
THE LUCY CALKINS
UNITS OF STUDY
CURRICULUM MAP

The  l andscape  o f
literacy  education  in
the  United  States  has
b e e n  p r o f o u n d l y
shaped by the work of
Lucy  Calkins  and  the
Teachers  Co l lege
Reading  and  Writing
Project  (TCRWP).  For
decades,  educators
have  turned  to  her
e v i d e n c e - b a s e d
methodologies to guide
reading  and  writing

instruction.  At  the
heart of this approach
lies the Lucy Calkins
U n i t s  O f  S t u d y
Curriculum  Map,  a
detailed blueprint  that
outlines the scope and
sequence  of  sk i l ls
s tuden t s  need  t o
d e v e l o p  f r o m
kindergarten  through
eighth  grade.  This
resource is designed to
provide  coherence,
p rogress ion ,  and
depth,  moving  away
f rom  f ragmented
l e s s o n s  t o w a r d  a
comprehensive,  year-
long journey in literacy.
N a v i g a t i n g  t h i s
curriculum  map  can
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initially  feel  daunting
due  to  its  granular
detail  and  theoretical
u n d e r p i n n i n g s .
H o w e v e r ,  o n c e
understood, it becomes
an  indispensable  tool
for teachers seeking to
build  confident,
capable,  and  joyful
readers  and  writers.
This article serves as a
complete  guide  to
u n d e r s t a n d i n g ,
implementing,  and
optimizing  the  Lucy
Calkins Units Of Study
C u r r i c u l u m  M a p ,
blending  pedagogical
insight  with  practical
classroom  application.
Whether  you  are  a
v e t e r a n  t e a c h e r
familiar with workshop
models or a newcomer
exploring  structured
literacy programs, this
deep  dive  will  equip
y o u  w i t h  t h e
knowledge to use this
map effectively.

What is
the Lucy
Calkins
Units Of
Study
Curriculu
m Map?
The  Lucy  Calkins
U n i t s  O f  S t u d y
Curriculum  Map  is
more than just a list of
topics; it is a carefully
sequenced  academic
calendar  that  details
what  students  should
be learning in reading
and writing, and when.
It  is  built  around  the
core philosophy of the
workshop model, which
emphasizes  active
learn ing,  s tudent
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choice,  and  explicit
instruction.  Unlike
traditional  textbook-
based  programs,  this
map  provides  a  living
framework that adapts
to the unique needs of
a  c lassroom  whi le
maintaining a rigorous
s t a n d a r d  o f
expectations.
Each grade level in the
curr iculum  map  is
divided into a series of
u n i t s ,  t y p i c a l l y
spanning 4 to 8 weeks.
These  units  are  not
isolated;  they  build
upon  each  o the r ,
c r e a t i n g  a  s p i r a l
curriculum where skills
a re  rev i s i ted  and
deepened  over  time.
For example, a unit on
personal  narrative
writing in kindergarten
lays  the  grammatical
a n d  s t r u c t u r a l
foundation  for  more
c o m p l e x  m e m o i r
writing in later grades.
The  map  specifies  the

"bend" or phase within
each  unit,  detailing
what  the  teache r
should  teach  during
the  mini-lesson,  what
s t u d e n t s  s h o u l d
p r a c t i c e  d u r i n g
independent work, and
how to assess progress
t h r o u g h  o n g o i n g
f o r m a t i v e
assessments.

The Core
Compone
nts of the
Curriculu
m Map
To  fully  leverage  the
Lucy  Calkins  Units
Of Study Curriculum
Map,  it is essential to
u n d e r s t a n d  i t s
structural  elements.
These  components
work  in  concert  to
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create  a  cohes ive
learning experience.

1. THE FOUR
ESSENTIAL GRADE-
LEVEL UNITS

Most  grade  levels  in
the  curriculum  map
contain  four  major
un i ts  o f  s tudy  per
subject.  For  reading,
these  often  include:

Building a
Reading Life:
Establishing
habits, routines,
and choosing
just-right books.
Nonfiction
Reading:
Developing skills
in expository text
structures, main
ideas, and
supporting
details.
Character
Studies:
Analyzing
character traits,
motivations, and

change across a
story.
Reading Across
Genres:
Comparing and
contrasting
themes, settings,
and plots in
different texts.

For writing, the typical
sequence involves:

Narrative
Writing:
Crafting personal
narratives and
fictional stories
with focus on
craft and
structure.
Informational/E
xplanatory
Writing:
Teaching
students to teach
others through
books, articles,
or feature
stories.
Opinion/Argum
ent Writing:
Developing



Lucy Calkins Units Of Study Curriculum Map 5

5

logical
arguments
supported by
evidence.
Literary
Essays: Writing
analytically
about texts,
using quotes and
examples.

T h e s e  u n i t s  a r e
explicitly  mapped  out
in  the  Lucy  Calkins
U n i t s  O f  S t u d y
Curriculum  Map ,
p rov id ing  a  c lea r
roadmap for the entire
academic year.

2. THE WORKSHOP
STRUCTURE WITHIN
THE MAP

Every  day  within  the
curriculum map follows
a predictable workshop
structure.  The  map
specifies  the  focus  for
each  sess ion.  The
t y p i c a l  s e s s i o n
includes:

Connection and1.
Mini-Lesson
(10-15
minutes): The
teacher explicitly
teaches a
strategy, skill, or
concept. The
map tells you
exactly which
teaching point to
address.
Active2.
Engagement
(5-10 minutes):
Students briefly
practice the skill
with the
teacher’s
guidance.
Independent3.
Work and
Conferring
(30-40
minutes):
Students apply
the skill in their
own reading or
writing. The map
suggests
conferring points
for individual
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students.
Share Session4.
(5-10 minutes):
The class
reconvenes to
reflect, share
work, and
reinforce the
lesson.

The  Lucy  Calkins
U n i t s  O f  S t u d y
Curriculum  Map  is
not  rigid  regarding
t ime;  i t  a l lows  for
flexibility,  but  the
structure  provides  a
predictable  rhythm
that  promotes student
independence  and
t e a c h e r
responsiveness.

3. ALIGNMENT WITH
STANDARDS AND
ASSESSMENTS

A  key  feature  of  the
curriculum  map  is  its
a l i g n m e n t  w i t h
rigorous  state  and
national  standards
(such as the Common

Core State Standards).
The  map  explicit ly
notes which standards
are addressed in each
unit.  Furthermore,  it
integrates  ongoing
assessment,  including:

On-Demand
Assessments: A
baseline
assessment at
the beginning of
a unit.
Running
Records: For
reading fluency
and decoding.
Student Work
Samples:
Writing pieces
analyzed against
rubric criteria.
Conferring
Notes:
Individualized
feedback
recorded by the
teacher.

This  assessment  cycle
is  woven  directly  into
the  Lucy  Calkins
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U n i t s  O f  S t u d y
Curriculum  Map ,
e n s u r i n g  t h a t
i n s t r u c t i o n  i s
responsive,  not  just
scripted.

How the
Curriculu
m Map
Works
Across
Grade
Levels
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
impressive  aspects  of
the  Lucy  Calkins
U n i t s  O f  S t u d y
Curriculum Map is its
vertical alignment. The
c o m p e t e n c i e s
expected  of  a  third-
grader are deliberately

b u i l t  u p o n  t h e
foundational  skil ls
established  in  first  and
second  grade.  This
coherence  prevents
gaps  and  overlaps,
ensuring  a  smooth
p r o g r e s s i o n  o f
learning.

PRIMARY GRADES
(K-2): BUILDING
FOUNDATIONS

In the early years, the
c u r r i c u l u m  m a p
emphasizes  phonics,
decoding,  fluency,  and
concept  of  print.  The
m a p  p r o v i d e s  a
structured  phonics
scope  and  sequence
(often  integrated  with
resources  like  "Super
Powers"  o r  "Word
Detectives").  Writing
units focus on drawing
and  labeling,  moving
t o w a r d  s i m p l e
sentences and pattern
b o o k s .  T h e  L u c y
Calkins  Units  Of
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Study  Curriculum
Map for this age group
is  high-engagement,
featuring  interactive
read-alouds,  shared
writing,  and  heavy
reliance on modeling.

INTERMEDIATE
GRADES (3-5):
DEEPENING
COMPLEXITY

B y  t h i r d  g r a d e ,
students are expected
to shift  from "learning
to read" to "reading to
learn."  The  curriculum
m a p  f o r  r e a d i n g
i n t r o d u c e s  m o r e
c o m p l e x  t e x t
structures,  literary
analysis,  and  critical
thinking about themes.
Writing becomes more
sophisticated,  with  a
f o c u s  o n  m u l t i -
paragraph  essays,
e v i d e n c e - b a s e d
a r g u m e n t s ,  a n d
narrative crafting.  The
map  includes  specific

mento r  tex ts  and
suggested  reading
l e v e l s  t o  g u i d e
differentiation.

MIDDLE SCHOOL
(6-8): CRITICAL
ANALYSIS AND
INQUIRY

At  the  middle  school
l e v e l ,  t h e  L u c y
Calkins  Units  Of
Study  Curriculum
Map supports rigorous
academic  discourse.
U n i t s  f o c u s  o n
research,  debate,  and
l i terary  cr i t ic ism.
Students are expected
to  write  longer,  more
complex  pieces  and
e n g a g e  i n
s o p h i s t i c a t e d
conversations  about
t e x t s .  T h e  m a p
inc ludes  un i t s  on
reading  nonfiction  like
historians,  and  writing
r e s e a r c h - b a s e d
arguments,  preparing
s t u d e n t s  f o r  t h e
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d e m a n d s  o f  h i g h
school and college.

Benefits
of Using
the Lucy
Calkins
Units Of
Study
Curriculu
m Map
Implementing  this
curriculum  map  offers
numerous  advantages
for  both  teachers  and
students. It provides a
clear  instructional
roadmap  that  reduces
uncertainty.  Teachers
no  longer  wonder
"what  to  teach  next,"
allowing them to focus

on  "how  to  teach  it
we l l "  and  "how  to
respond  to  individual
learners."  The  map
b u i l d s  a  c o m m o n
language  across  a
school  or  district.  A
third-grader  talking
about  "turning  points"
in  a  story  uses  the
same vocabulary as a
fifth-grader,  creating  a
cohesive  academic
culture.
Moreover,  the  Lucy
Calkins  Units  Of
Study  Curriculum
Map  promotes  high
agency  for  students.
Because the workshop
m o d e l  i n c l u d e s
independent  practice,
s tudents  deve lop
ownership  over  their
learning. They learn to
set  goals,  track  their
p r o g r e s s ,  a n d
a r t i c u l a t e  t h e i r
strengths  as  readers
and  wr i t e r s .  Th i s
s t u d e n t - c e n t e r e d
approach  fosters  a
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g e n u i n e  l o v e  f o r
literacy,  which  is  the
u l t i m a t e  g o a l  o f
education.

Critiques
and
Considera
tions for
Implemen
tation
While  widely  popular,
the  Lucy  Calkins
U n i t s  O f  S t u d y
Curriculum  Map  has
no t  been  w i thou t
criticism.  In  recent
years,  debates around
t h e  " S c i e n c e  o f
Reading"  have  raised
questions  about  how
well the Units of Study
address  foundational
skills  like  systematic

phonics  instruction.
Critics  argue  that  the
workshop  model  can
o v e r e m p h a s i z e
strategy  instruction  at
the expense of explicit,
d i r e c t  d e c o d i n g
i n s t r u c t i o n  f o r
struggling readers. This
has led to revisions in
newer  editions  of  the
curriculum map, which
now  inc lude  more
r o b u s t  p h o n i c s
r e s o u r c e s  a n d
decodable  texts  for
early  grades.
Another  consideration
is the sheer volume of
resources.  The  map
can  be  overwhelming
to  implement  with
fidelity,  especially  for
new  teachers.  Fidelity
does not mean slavish
adherence;  it  means
understanding the core
principles  and  making
adaptive  decisions.
Schools  implementing
this  map  often  need
extensive  professional
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d e v e l o p m e n t ,
collaborative  planning
t i m e ,  a n d
administrative  support
to ensure success. The
Lucy  Calkins  Units
Of Study Curriculum
Map  is  a  tool,  not  a
c u r e - a l l ;  i t s
effectiveness  depends
entirely on the skill and
know ledge  o f  the
teacher  using  it.

Practical
Tips for
Navigatin
g the
Curriculu
m Map
To get the most out of
the  Lucy  Calkins
U n i t s  O f  S t u d y
Curriculum  Map ,

consider  the  following
strategies:

Start with the
Overview:
Before diving
into a unit, read
the unit
overview.
Understand the
"big picture"
goals and how
this unit
connects to the
previous and
next ones.
Customize the
Pacing: The
map suggests a
timeline, but
pacing can be
adjusted. If
students need
more time on a
concept, take it.
If they master it
quickly,
accelerate.
Integrate Your
Own Texts:
While the map
recommends
specific mentor
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texts, you can
substitute high-
quality texts that
resonate with
your students'
backgrounds and
interests, as long
as they teach the
same skills.
Prioritize
Conferring: The
map provides
tips for
conferring, but
your own
observations are
critical. Use the
map to guide
your questions,
but listen to the
student to
individualize
instruction.
Collaborate
with
Colleagues: The
map is best used
in a collaborative
culture. Share
lesson plans,
student work,
and insights with

other teachers
using the same
map to refine
your practice.

Conclusio
n
The  Lucy  Calkins
U n i t s  O f  S t u d y
Curr icu lum  Map
remains a powerful and
influential  resource  in
literacy  education.  It
offers  a  coherent,
t h o u g h t f u l ,  a n d
engaging  pathway  for
developing  ski l led
readers  and  writers
across elementary and
middle school. While it
requires  thoughtful
a d a p t a t i o n  a n d
professional  expertise
t o  i m p l e m e n t
effectively, its potential
t o  t r a n s f o r m  a
classroom is immense.
By  understanding  the
map's  structure,  its
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progression  across
g r a d e s ,  a n d  i t s
e m p h a s i s  o n
responsive  teaching,
educators can use it to
create  classrooms
where  students  not
only  meet  standards
but  also  develop  a
lifelong  passion  for
reading  and  writing.
The map is more than

a  document;  i t  is  a
philosophy of teaching
that  puts  students'
thinking and growth at
t h e  c e n t e r  o f  t h e
learning  process.  With
m i n d f u l
implementation, it  can
gu ide  teachers  in
nurturing  the  next
g e n e r a t i o n  o f
confident,  articulate,
and discerning readers.


