First Week ELA
Diagnostic

WITHOUT THE DREAD

A low-pressure close reading,
discussion, and writing sample for
secondary ELA.

45-60 MINUTES

GRADES 8-12
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What tloes a strong reader do when the answer s not obvious?

What s one habit that helps you understand a difficult text?
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TStudents rc?ad an original short story, discuss possible
interpretations, and write a brief evidence-based response
You get helpful first-week insight without making the day

feel like a test.




What is included?

Student Packet Teacher Guide Presentation Slides
e before-reading * 45-minute pacing e student-facing
quickwrite directions

e original short story e 60-minute pacing e story slides
e first response e discussion notes e discussion prompts
guestions
e discussion organizer e what to look for e writing prompt
e short writing sample * extension options e closing reflection
T —r—"—
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Read: “What the Rain Left Behind"

Thg bus doors folded open with a sigh. The two girls ran toward them,
calling for Nora to hurry. Nora stayed where she was. She looked down
at the wet corner of the notebook and rubbed it with her sleeve,

“That list is stupid,” she said. Mara hadn't asked.

“it’s not,” Mara said, and regretted it immediately.




The lesson flow

Warm-up

Students think about what strong readers do when the answer is not

obvious.

Read

Students read the original story, What the Rain Left Behind.

Discuss

Students compare first impressions, claims, and evidence.

Write

Students complete a short evidence-based response you can actually use.

Read: “"What the Rain Left Behind"

T:.'erltlzi;rasn't one. The first page, though, had NORA BELL written in
;1 a . ock letters at the top. Beneath it was a list titled THIS YEAR
ara’s eyes caught three lines before she could stop herself: -

Ask the question even if everyone else seems to get it
S_top saying sorry before I talk. '
Find somewhere else to sit if I have to.
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Read: "What the Rain Left Behind”

Below those, half hidden beneath Mara's thumb, was another fine:
Dan't make everything into a joke.
Mara closed the cover. The motion felt too late, She had only meant to

find a name, but there were some sentences that seemed to announce
themselves before you had decided whether to listen.

The goal is not a heavy grade. The goal is to quickly see
how students read, talk about text, and support ideas.



Inside the student packet

Reading Between the Lines

A first-week reading, discussion, and writing challenge

NOTICE, WONDER, INFER =
3 - I REZ = - ] hit infer
BEFORE YOU READ P What I wonder What 1 mlg_ L
Today is nat a test. Read carefully, make reasonable claims, and use the text to support your jdeas. = — " :

There may be more than one strong interpretation.

What does a strong reader do when the answer is not obvious?

What is one habit that kelps you understand a difficult exe?

BUILD A CLAIM _
i ! Ty,
Choose one inerpretation of Mara hat oo can support with evidence from the story

WHAT THE RAIN LEFT BEHIND

My claim:

Rain had started during seventh period and was still tapping against the long windows when Mara
reached the front hailway, Most students had afready crowded onto buses or disappeared beneath
umbrellas. A custodian was dragging a yellow caution sign toward a puddle near the doors. Under the Evidence #1:
bench beside the trophy case, something green caught Mara's eye: a spiral notebnok, its bottom edge
darkened by water, Mara almost kept walking. She had missed the early bus twice the week before, and
her mother had made it clear that a third phone call from the office would not be received Kindly. 5till, Evidence #2:
the notebook was getting wetter by the second. She picked it up, meaning only to check the cover for a
name.

There wasn't one. The first page, though, had NORA BELL written in small black letters at the top. Evidence £3:
Beneath it was a list titled THIS YEAR. Mara's &yes caught three lines hefore she could stop herself: Ask
the question even if everyone else seems to EEVit, Stop saying sorry before I talk. Find somewhere else
' 5it if ] have to. Below those, half hidden beneath Mara's chumb, was another fine: Don’t make How the evidence supports my claim:
everything into a joke. Mara closed the cover. The motion felt too late. She had only meant to find a
hame, but there were some sentences that seemed to announce themselves before you had decided
Wwhether to listen. DISCUSSION NOTES

She knew Nora from chemistry, if knowing someone meant recoghizing the back of her head and I = 7 A guestion or challenge I still have
borrowing & pencil once, Earlier that afternoon, Nora had raised her hand, answered a question, and |Jtrong1dey HHiear
been wrong, Someone hehind Mara had whispered something that made two peaple laugh. Nora had
faughed too—louder than anyone. Then she had erased a hole through the corner of her worksheet
while the teacher moved on. Mara had noticed that. She had also noticed herself noticing it, which felt L —r—

2 i : INDIVIDUAL QUICK WRITE
different somehow. Last year Mara had spent months noticing things about people: who stopped o 55 aout Mara or abour the way pecple
Imaking room at the lunch rable, who answered group texts with one-word replies, who suddenly In one focused paragraph, explain what t‘ne. il the text to support your interpretation. Ifa
hecame fascinated by the floor when she walked past. She had been wrong about some of it She was interpret one another. Use at least two specific details from the text 1o
almost certain she had been right about the rest,
S

The student-facing lesson is called Reading Between the Lines so
students do not feel like they are taking a diagnostic test.

PRINTABLE LOW PRESSURE TEXT BASED




First-Week ELA Diagnostic Without the
Dread

> reading, disci

grades 9-12

PURPOSE
This first-week lesson gives teachers a useful academic snapshot without beginning the year with 4
formal test, Students read a short original text, make evidence-based claims, discuss interpretations,
and complete a brief writing saraple. The teacher can quickly see how students notice details, support
WHAT {8 INCLUTIED

* Projectable slide deck

* Printable student packet

+ Original short texe: “What the Rain Left Behind™

* Discussion prompts and quick-write prompt

* Teacher observation checklist

* Simple diagnostic scoring guide

+ Extension and adaptation options

LESSON AT A GLANCE

| Part Time

| Warm-up: soff stary goestion 5 min
First read of short text 10-12 min
Natice & wonder work & min
Small-group claim building 10-12 min
Whoals-class debrief & i min
Individual quick write 10-15 min

Teacher support is included.

TED SCRIPT

“Today is not a test. It is a chance for me 1o see how you approach a short text, and it is a chance
for you to see the kind of thinking we will do in this class.”

“as you read, do not worry about finding & hidden answer. Notice what the text gives you, pay
attention to details that seem to matter, and build a reasonable interpretation from the

evidenca.”

“A SIrOng interpre
account for the (ext

TEACHER OBSERVATION CHECKLIST

fion does not have 1o b thie oy prssibie merpreoion, i does weed o
ncluding details that may complicate your first impression.”

Student Reading / Noticing Discussion

Writing

What to look for

Can identify what literally

® the text and track

happens

the hasic situation.

Can move beyond summary into
a reasanable conclusinn about
character, conflict, or theme,

Uses specific details from the
text rather than vague

refevences.

Explains how the evidence
supports the claim; does not
simply drop details into a

paragraph.

Writes in a focused paragraph
with a clear beginning, middle,

| Notes

strong / Developing | Needs
support

strong / Developing | Needs
support

strong / Developing / Needs

support

| strong | Developing [ Needs

support

strong [ Developing / Needs
| support

=

and end.

ideas, participate in discussion, and erganize written thinking,
QUICK DIAGNOSTIC GUIDE
Skill
Beading compreheusion
Teacher learns | r——
Carrbore level wich
interpretation and risk-taking
Reading stamina and Evidence
comprehension
Ability to select meaningful I x
details Explanation
Evidence use and collaboration
Discussion habits and flexibility |
Baseline writing, organization, (ST pinrAnT: AR
textual support

The guide includes pacing options, teacher language, discussion
guidance, suggested look-fors, and ways to use the writing
sample without turning the first week into a formal test.




Designed for the first weelk,
useful beyond it.

Use this when you want to start the year
with a real English lesson: reading
closely, talking thoughtfully, and writing

from evidence.

BACK TO SCHOOL
CLOSE READING
CHARACTERIZATION

FIRST WEEK OF ELA

WRITING SAMPLE

Best fit: grades 8-12 ELA, especially teachers who want
something more meaningful than an icebreaker but less

intimidating than a formal pretest.




