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Philosophy of Literacy Education 

 
 I believe one of the best ways to prepare children for literacy is to expose them to books 

from a very early age.  Children should be completely surrounded by books at home and should 

be read to daily.  Anderson, Heibert, Scott, and Wilkerson concluded from a body of evidence 

that, ―the single most important activity for building the knowledge required for eventual success 

in reading is reading aloud to children‖ (as cited in Paratore, 2002, p. 50).   Many experts feel 

reading to and sharing books with a baby in utero is one of the most important things that can be 

done for a baby‘s development.  David Chamberlain, considered by many to be a pioneer in birth 

psychology, agrees that a child is never too young to be read to because a baby can hear and 

respond to sounds from around 23 weeks of pregnancy, therefore possibly stimulating early 

learning (1999, p. 3).  I feel the sooner a parent starts reading to a child, the quicker the baby will 

acquire language.  Likewise, the sooner they are introduced to books, the quicker they will 

associate objects with words.   

 Writing is also important in the process of learning to read. Children should be 

exposed to different writing media.  These might include markers, crayons, pencils, chalk, paper, 

and computers. Children‘s first attempts at writing, scribbling, and doodling may have meaning 

to them. When a child is able to tell you what he/she wrote, that doodling has meaning.  In an 

Educational Psychology article written by C.Silva and M. Alves Martins entitled ―Relations 

between children‘s invented spelling and the development of phonological awareness,‖ the 

distinct movement from a child‘s written language of invented spelling to true phonemic 

awareness is examined (2003).  The authors suggest a relationship between phonemic awareness 

and children‘s preconventional writing (Silva, 2003, p.5).  The idea is that preschool children‘s 

involvement in invented writing activities may have positive consequences when it comes time 
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to learn to read.  I think this is fascinating because it shows how children use invented spelling 

to express themselves, but also how a teacher can influence taking that invented spelling and 

making real words. 

As well as providing time for writing activities to cultivate reading, I believe parents and 

teachers alike should encourage pretend play.  Teachers should create the play centers to allow 

this type of playing. The play space can be effectively organized by dramatically separating play 

areas from one another by using semi-fixed dividers, like cupboards, screens, tables, or shelves. 

Large written signs clearly visible to the children, labeling each area, are important examples of 

classroom environmental print. Children learn to read signs like "THE POST OFFICE" or "THE 

LIBRARY" in the classroom context in much the same way that they learn to read traffic signs, 

like "STOP," or grocery store signs, like "FOOD CITY," in the real-world environment.  

Teachers can also ask children to share their pretend stories and use this as an activity.  Mostly, 

teachers should be observant of these activities to find out what the child‘s stance is on literacy 

and its purpose in the mind of that child.  I can distinctly remember teaching each of my stuffed 

animals how to read and spell.  This play time is so much more than just fun for children.  It is an 

educational experience that fosters phonemic awareness, writing, and ultimately reading. 

Kathleen Roskos, a writer for The Reading Teacher, conducted a six month qualitative 

study on children who were reading and writing in their play time to see if they showed traits of 

literate behavior (1988, p.562).  Some of the activities she saw were imagining stories that 

actually followed a plot line, jotting down lists of things, making pretend menus, and reading 

books to pretend babies.  Young children engaged in this pretend play are literacy involved in 

two fundamental ways that have important implications for literacy learning and teaching.  Those 

two ways are story developing and literacy socialization (Roskos, 1988, p. 563).  These stories 
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contain the essential story elements such as setting, characters, plot, conflicts/problems, and 

resolution.  Roskos comments, ―The story served as a vehicle for bringing personal and shared 

meaning to the play even; it allowed the children to interlace their personal experiences with the 

unfolding collective tale‖ (1988, p. 563). 

Children also need to be exposed to different phonemic awareness activities.  Phonemic 

awareness is the knowledge/understanding of units of individual sounds (phonemes), rhymes, 

and syllables that make up words (Ehri & Nunes, 2002, p.110).  Nursery rhymes, rhyming 

books, and songs help children establish the foundation of rhyming. Children learn to listen to 

sounds and patterns of sounds. At home, parents should engage in play activities that involve 

children learning rhyme patterns and sound associations.  In the classroom, teachers need to 

expand on phonemic awareness activities by using songs, rhyming books, and children‘s names. 

Letter puzzles and alphabet books used in the classroom will also help children begin to 

associate sounds to letters. Hallie Yopp and Ruth Yopp point out in their article ―Supporting 

phonemic awareness development in the classroom‖ that without phonemic awareness, the 

alphabet is meaningless (2000, p. 130).  I feel children will learn better when phonemic 

awareness instruction is playful and engaging, interactive and social, and stimulates curiosity 

and experimentation with sounds and letters. 

Finally, I believe children need to be taught several comprehension strategies so they can 

have a ―toolbox‖ to refer to when they are caught in the meaning of a text.  Teachers should 

model these strategies during whole group class time and then allow students to practice using 

the strategy during small group time or independently.  For example, teachers should model 

how to use the Think-Aloud strategy during reading because so few children actually think 

while engaged in reading.  Many simply do not realize that comprehension does not wait until 
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the end of the chapter when they are given a handful of review questions.  The teacher can 

literally stop during a reading and say, ―This makes me think about…‖ or ―I‘m not sure what 

that means.  I need to go back and read it again‖ to show students how to connect information 

together and reread passages that are not clear the first time.  There are many books intended to 

teach teachers how to perform Think-Alouds and go through the process step-by-step.   

To be literate, children must have a wide variety of literacy experiences. If children come 

to school without these literacy experiences, then it is up to the teacher to provide as many as 

possible. This includes teaching phonemic awareness, writing, and comprehension strategies.  

When children are given the opportunity to explore literacy in their environment—teacher-

directed, parent-directed, or self-directed—then children are given the opportunity to learn the 

skills necessary to become literate.   
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Reflection One – from September 19, 2010 

I believe writing is very connected to the process of learning how to read.  The more 

students are exposed to many opportunities to write during the school day, the better they will be 

able to understand that each symbol (letter) represents a sound and it takes these sounds to create 

words.  There is also a reciprocal to this- the more you read, the better your writing will be.  

Because of this mutual relationship, students need to be offered opportunities to write on a 

variety of topics and formats.  Each of the articles in this assignment offer ideas for interesting, 

active, life applicable writing lessons that can be adapted to any grave level.  

These six articles illustrate that teaching writing is so much more than teaching 

grammatical paragraph rules.  They show the idea of using a mini-lesson first and then 

expounding on that lesson for actual writing time.  These mini-lessons are based on what the 

students need to know at that time in their developmental writing process.  One of the mini-

lessons mentioned was about teaching the class how to use sensory details or describing a 

character.  Without these mini-lessons, students‘ writing will remain static and there will be no 

evidence of growth.  I always taught or reviewed a skill before beginning a writing lesson.  Some 

of my mini-lessons were simply how to use a Thesaurus or how to do the heading of a letter.  

The point is to make a connection to what is expected of them in their writing and to give the 

teacher an idea of what skills need to be covered. 

There is also an emphasis on the writing process as a whole.  It is difficult to have 

students understand that good writing takes revision.  I love how it goes from the prewriting 

activities to the publishing stage in the Wiki article.  It really shows that the teaching of writing 

is complicated and needs to be taught in stages.  It is not simply a one day activity.  One of the 

teachers who did the Alphabet activity even turned her one week lesson into a two week lesson.  
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I think it is great that the project was not given a rigid deadline; this allowed for more creativity 

and quality time spent on the assignment and the many steps to become published. 

All of the activities mentioned in these six articles had two main things in common – 

each was collaborative, and each was highly engaging.  I know my middle school students would 

have felt incredibly intelligent and important to develop a Wiki that would be viewed by college 

students and others.  Not only do these activities foster a real-world perspective for the 

importance of writing, they also teach how to work together for a common goal.  The students 

who worked on the Alphabet books edited and discussed each other‘s work.  Likewise, the 

interactive writing lessons allow the entire class to participate and bounce ideas off one another.  

This whole-class discussion teaches more than one teacher can provide a class.  There is more 

discussion of grammar or punctuation rules, not just a red mark on their papers which leaves 

them wondering what they did wrong.  The best part of all the articles to me was a quote taken 

from a book by Ada and Campoy found in the Alphabet books activity.  This quote basically said 

students need to be ―invited‖ into the conversation so they feel they are worthwhile and that their 

voice matters, regardless of their reading and writing skills (p. 465).  I could not agree more.  

There are so many students who hate the idea of writing and reading because they have been 

shown an unappealing example and are completely unmotivated.  Activities such as these are 

perfect to foster creativity and pride in their work which will lead to success in the future. 
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Reflection Two – from September 26, 2010 

As I was reading chapter one written by Timothy Shanahan, I could not stop underlining 

and putting stars beside what was being said.  It really hit home with me because I taught a 

―research-based‖ reading intervention program for two years.  I constantly questioned how this 

program worked in the long run for my below proficient readers, seeing as how it is designed to 

be a two year program and then most students go on to high school, never to be heard from again.  

Unfortunately, every time I looked up information on the program, most of what I found was 

from the seller of the program itself.  I had to really search the internet for actual teachers‘ 

observations and anecdotal stories of how the program worked in their classroom.  I worried too 

because just like it says in the chapter, the conditions under which any research was done on the 

program change drastically when you examine different classrooms.  The program I taught was 

developed in south Florida for ELL students—not exactly the east Tennessee experience!  By far 

my favorite part of the chapter was when Shanahan talks about how using the word research is 

similar to a child using a cuss word for the first time just to get attention and evoke some 

reaction.  That is hilarious but so true!  I cannot count the number of times I have heard how 

―research proves‖ this and that, when actually research does not PROVE anything; it merely 

SUGGESTS. 

 The information about constructivist approach to teaching is also very eye-opening.  I 

agree that teaching has completely gone away from student-centered to test-centered.  Every 

teacher I know hates the idea of teaching for the test, but we all do it anyway.  We are scared to 

death not to teach this way because we have seen the ramifications for not ―making the grade.‖  

The quote in the Brooks‘ article about teachers having control over what we teach, but little 

control of what students actually learn is a tough realization.  This is definitely where creating 
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lessons to meet individual needs comes into play.  I understood this concept of customizing my 

lessons when I started to teach the below proficient students, many of whom were in special 

education.  I could not rely on my ―one lesson fits all‖ approach that I held on to for years.  As 

mentioned in the Brooks‘ article, I knew what I was supposed to teach and what my students 

were supposed to learn, but not how they had to learn it.  I found myself developing more 

creative projects to teach concepts in the curriculum and not simply giving a multiple choice test 

to see if students understood the lesson.  I know that way of teaching is the total opposite of the 

way the state assesses, but I could see firsthand which students truly learned the standards, not 

merely mastered test taking skills.   

It always infuriated me to see that a whole year‘s worth of teaching came down to 

literally 70 to 80 multiple choice questions given in one day, first thing in the morning.  How on 

earth are students supposed to prove they actually learned something and not simply mastered 

the skill of guessing?  I only wish the ideas presented by the constructivist approach were widely 

accepted and put into practice.  I would love to see a longitudinal study performed on students 

who were involved in the classrooms that fostered creative thinking and reflection to see just 

how well they scored on the ―all important‖ state assessments versus the students who were 

taught in a test-centered classroom.  Sadly even with proof of student-centered classrooms 

working, I seriously doubt any reform would be done to change the way things are—that would 

be too difficult.  Unfortunately, this type of teaching creates non-thinking robots that can 

memorize and recite information but have no true understanding. 
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Reflection Three – from October 3, 2010 

I have always been a strong advocate for parent involvement in schools.  I myself have 

experienced the type of open, genuine relationship between my family and teachers that is so 

important.  My mother was very much involved in my education and classroom.  She was the 

―Room Mother‖ for many years and could always be seen volunteering at the school.  Also, my 

siblings and I had an established homework/project routine where special time was set aside in 

the evenings before dinner to either work on assignments or to read.  We also had an abundance 

of books, magazines, comics, and newspapers that were made available to us at home.  I 

remember when my mom bought an entire set of encyclopedias and we sat around looking 

through all of them like it was a celebration!  Once I became a teacher, I quickly realized how 

rare this upbringing was.    

Not every parent has the time, energy, and know-how that my mother exhibited.  Many 

parents do not even see their children more than an hour at night.  Because I taught middle 

school, I especially saw the lack of time students spent with parents.  Simply getting a paper 

signed and returned was difficult because of parents working at night or other responsibilities.  I 

did research last semester on parent-student involvement and ran across a 2004 statistic from the 

Family and Work Institute that stated seventy-six percent of working parents indicate that they 

do not have enough time for their children.  I can only imagine that number has increased 

exponentially due today‘s economy. 

I do believe it is the school that needs to help establish home-school partnerships.  As it 

says in the chapter, these activities need to be meaningful to the parents too, not just the teacher 

or student.  I really like the idea of the Pajaro Valley project because the parents were able to 

discuss issues of importance to them, and then relate those issues back to children‘s books.  They 
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also did a good job by providing transportation and child care.  Because many of the parents 

speak Spanish, I thought it was a great idea to make personal phone calls to them as well as 

provide invitations written in their language.  This opportunity is wonderful because many of the 

parents are not familiar with the expectations of their children's schools and do not understand 

how to go about getting involved, even if they want to.   

I also really like Betty Shockley‘s projects between home and school.  At the beginning 

of every year, I sent a homework assignment to each student‘s parent, with directions asking 

them to tell me about their child in a million words or less.  It could be about their personalities, 

learning style, hobbies, family makeup, etc.  These letters made me aware from the very 

beginning about everything from divorce, a death in the family, moving, or parents‘ jobs, to 

known allergies, learning disabilities, and interests in school and home.  Many times a parent 

would thank me in the letter for simply asking about his or her child and establishing that open 

communication.  Sadly, sometimes I would receive a one sentence response stating that they did 

not really knowing anything about their child that was worth writing about in a letter.  

Regardless of the response, parents knew immediately that I had already invested in their child as 

an individual and that the communication between me and their home had only just begun.  

Throughout the year, when letters were sent home, phone calls were made, or meetings were 

arranged, I was not just another random teacher. 

While reading about the family literacy programs in chapter 4, I am reminded of the 

Family Literacy Nights we hosted at Rush Strong.  These events were held around Christmas 

each year and focused on a children‘s book with activities.  Just this past Christmas, we 

organized a night based on ‗Twas the Night before Christmas.  Not only did we have our 

librarian dress up and read the book aloud in the auditorium, we had over a dozen tables set up in 
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the cafeteria where children and families could paint Christmas trees, make bookmarks, write 

letters to Santa, decorate sugar cookies, take family photos etc.  The night was truly magical!  

We had well over a hundred families involved and each one took home a copy of the book.  It 

was great to see not only the kindergartners and their parents, but also the eighth graders who 

brought their families out to the event.  The school used family involvement funds to make the 

night such a huge success.  It was the perfect opportunity for teachers to meet the families, and 

for students to celebrate literacy with their parents who were engaged in reading-related 

activities.  Opportunities such as Family Literacy Night show parents that education is a 

partnership and that there must be a strong connection between home and school. 
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Reflection Four – from October 10, 2010 

These chapters are about how to go about teaching phonics and phonemic awareness, and 

outlines ways to work with young children who are learning to read.   Everything from counting, 

playing letter games, shape games, and other phonemic awareness activities will play a role later 

in achievement.  Basically, literate growth depends on treating language as an object of thought – 

metalinguistics.  Problems arise when children are unable to internalize usefully their phonics 

lessons.  The result is difficulty with sound, blending new words, retaining words from one 

encounter to the next, and learning to spell.  I could see those signs in several of my middle 

school students.  It is as if they have never had a phonics lesson in their whole life, especially 

when trying to decode new words. 

The process of learning how to read involves children understanding the nature of the 

alphabetic system of writing and begins very early on in an informal way.  Children make marks 

and invent the spelling of words in play.  In this way, they are building up to ideas about the 

process of writing and reading.  These symbols come to represent writing and expressing ideas in 

the written form.  Even without formal education, children can evolve their knowledge about 

written language.  When younger children are using known letters or approximation of letters to 

represent written language, teachers can provide daily opportunities for children to write.  This is 

fascinating to me because it just shows how the written language begins at such a young age and 

really does mean something to those children.  I have always been around small children who 

draw pictures with random letters and they can tell you exactly what it is about and what each 

piece represents.  This proves that children are truly attempting to write to express themselves 

even before they really know how.  It reminds me of prehistoric cave drawings!   
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I remember reading about an experiment on phonemic awareness last year in my 

Emergent Literacy class.  This experiment looked at the relationship between invented spelling 

and phonemic awareness.  They call the pretest an example of pre-phonetic spelling, in that the 

children spelled the word given in whatever way they thought best.  The children were then 

shown the spelling of the same word in a phonetically suitable way with each letter representing 

one of the sounds.  They were then asked to say which of the two they thought was spelled the 

best.   The children were then told to think of the letters that matched the sounds they spelled.  

From that moment onward, this intervention of sorts made the children stop and think and use 

phonemic awareness.   I thought this experiment was interesting because it shows how children 

use invented spelling to express themselves, but also how a teacher can influence taking that 

invented spelling and making real words. 

Another study I remember involved children engaged in pretend play where literacy was 

very present.  Kathleen Roskos conducted a study on children who were reading and writing in 

their play time to see if they showed traits of literate behavior.  Some of the activities she saw 

were imagining stories that actually followed a plot line, jotting down lists of things, making 

pretend menus, and reading books to pretend babies.  I can distinctly remember teaching each of 

my Puffalumps (stuffed animals) how to read and spell!  This play time is so much more than 

just fun for children.  It is an educational experience that fosters phonemic awareness, writing, 

and ultimately reading. 

The most important thing to remember about reading instruction is that the rate at which 

children learn to read varies greatly.  Some of my middle school students struggle just as much 

as an early elementary student.  It is important to understand why the child is having difficulty 
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developing literally and to be able to provide activities to enhance their learning.  Children will 

become frustrated and unmotivated if the reading difficulty goes unnoticed and ignored.  
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Reflection Five – from October 17, 2010 

The knowledge of new vocabulary and high frequency words plays a major role in 

learning to read.  Along with simply hearing and reading the words, students must participate in 

activities that increase their vocabulary knowledge and improves their spelling.  There are so 

many activities to work on vocabulary.  I agree with this chapter that students respond best to 

game-like lessons in which they actively participate in learning.  It is also important to have a 

word wall up in the classroom to display a variety of words.  Some vocabulary activities I have 

used in the classroom include Guess the Covered Word, Vocabulary Bingo, matching activities, 

and working with graphic organizers for vocabulary lessons. 

 One activity that really worked well in my classroom was the use of a Vocabulary 

Squares sheet.  This sheet was made up of five boxes, each with a different role. Box 1 = the 

word box where the student would write the vocabulary word and what part of speech the word 

belonged (noun, verb, etc).  Box 2 = the definition box where the student would write the 

definition of the word.  This definition came from an open discussion of what they thought it 

meant, plus me cleaning it up a bit.  Box 3 = the synonym box where they named 3 synonyms 

per word.  Box 4 = the sentence box where they created a sentence using the word appropriately.  

Box 5 = the picture box where they would draw a quick sketch symbolizing the meaning.   

Prior to using this type of sheet to do our vocabulary work, I felt my students were not 

really working with the words.  They were simply writing down the definition in their workbook 

and making flashcards with the word and definition to study for the tests.  Because we could not 

write in our workbooks this past year, I had to come up with something that could be used.  The 

sheet I created was a combination of several vocabulary journal sheets I had previously seen at 

conferences when working with academic vocabulary.   
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 My students especially enjoyed the synonym and picture boxes.  I was surprised by how 

well they came up with words for the synonym box without the use of a thesaurus.  Telling me 

synonyms really showed me their background knowledge.  Several even came up with antonyms 

and placed them in the box as well. When it came to words like ―immigrant‖ and ―percent,‖ they 

had to access knowledge from social studies and math to come up with other words.   

 As for the assessment, I had much better grades on their vocabulary test.  Many of my 

students made a 100 on the practice test.  I watched them get out the pages and quiz each other 

prior to the test.  I even heard one group saying, ―It‘s another word for your paycheck,‖ thereby 

using the synonyms to recall a vocabulary word.  I think the fact that we took about five to ten 

minutes to work with each word really allowed us to have a more comprehensive vocabulary 

lesson.  These words were not only tested, but also used at the end of the unit to write a five 

paragraph paper about the topics discussed in the readings.   

 I really like the idea of using a word-of-the-day approach to learning new vocabulary.  

I could definitely see my students being excited to walk in the door with a new word that they 

are eager to share with classmates.  This is a great way for teachers to see how much background 

knowledge students bring with them too.  Another great activity in this chapter is the students 

compiling a list of words that are popular among teens and sharing them with adults to see how 

many they actually know.  This would have been a blast to do with my students!  I also love the 

idea of having the parents create a list of words from ―back in the day‖ to see what their kids 

know.  What a great way to open dialogue at home around the dinner table!  Regardless of the 

activity, it is crucial to make it fun and teach students to love words, play with words, and 

appreciate the power of words. 
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Reflection Six – from October 24, 2010 

This article on fluency really points out the issues as well as gives teachers practical ways 

to improve students‘ fluency rates.  I really like the fact that the author compares learning a 

difficult sport to learning how to become a fluent reader.  I have used that exact same analogy 

with my Read 180 students because many of them had given up on the idea of becoming a good 

reader.  They were so used to being the poor readers in the class who hid behind other students 

while the teacher called on their classmates to read aloud.  Many of them absolutely hated to read.  

I had to start with motivation before I could even begin to assess their reading skills.   

 To motivate my students to read during SSR, I would ―showcase‖ a book at the beginning 

of the week.  I would do this by reading just the first chapter or so of a book they had not seen on 

the shelf and then we would talk about what we thought would happen.  This book would then be 

placed on the chalkboard next to other books by either the same author or of the same genre.  My 

students would create waiting lists for these books!  They could not wait to get their hands on it.  

Within the next week or weeks, I would showcase another book.  This motivated my students to 

read because I sparked their interest.  I made sure to choose books that were very different in 

content, time period, difficulty and genre to keep it a good mix.   

 Likewise, my bookshelves were filled with everything from skateboard books to 

Shakespeare.  I will never forget my girls literally arguing over who took home Romeo and Juliet 

because I mentioned it was about teenage lovers whose families hated each other.  My students 

could not only read any book in the room during SSR, they could take that book home and keep 

it for several weeks if needed.  I had a simple sign out sheet that they filled out on my desk.  

Many teachers worry about losing materials that way or having books stolen.  My philosophy 
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was of all things for a child to steal, a book would be the best thing ever!  In all my years of 

teaching, I could count on one hand how many books were never returned.   

 Along with having ample materials to motivate students to read, I read to them daily to 

model fluency.  They loved to listen to me read and reminded me of little elementary school 

children circled around a teacher in a rocking chair.  Even my older students would grab a bean 

bag and scoot right up next to my chair.  I wanted them to hear how a fluent reader uses 

expression, thinks while reading, and handles unfamiliar words.  One reading would come from 

Because of Winn Dixie and several weeks later we would read from the Guinness Book of World 

Records.  It was important for me to read a variety of materials to them.  Again, those books I 

read aloud would always be the first to get checked out by them.   

 When it comes to repeated readings, as mentioned in the article, I can see where even 

middle school and high school students benefit from this.  When I taught Edgar Allan Poe‘s The 

Raven several years ago to 8
th

 graders, I used repeated readings throughout the unit.  We began 

on the first day reading just a few stanzas of the poem to become familiar with the rhythm and 

language.  The next day instead of going to the next set of stanza, we went back and read the first 

ones again and then added on to it.  We continued this for the week until they began chiming in 

with me on the parts they heard over and over again.  The language made more sense to them 

and they had the cadence of the poem down perfectly.  This also gave us time to talk about what 

actions were going on in each piece because they had visualized it several times already.  By the 

end of the poem, we went back and read the whole thing without stopping and it sounded 

beautiful.  The comprehension test scores from that activity were the best I had received in quite 

a while.  I could actually hear students whispering lines during the test because they knew that 
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poem so well.  Even my students who ―hated poetry‖ commented that that activity was one of 

their favorites.  They could not wait to go to the library to search for other Poe works. 

 I never wanted my students to read only because they felt they had no choice.  Students 

who feel that way will never become good readers.  It was important for me to make reading as 

―cool‖ as possible to my students that already had a bad idea of what reading was all about.  I 

wanted my students to love to read because their book took them places, not because it was 

going to be on a test or they would get some sort of AR points.  One of the activities I look 

forward to doing when I return to the classroom is having guest readers come in and read to the 

class.  I want to get local college athletes, the mayor, police officers, grandparents, etc. to come 

in and share a reading.  Activities that involve people they look up to like this will surely 

motivate and inspire them to read.  Just as the article says, it is the amount of quality time spent 

reading that makes the big difference in a poor reader and a good reader.  If a child learns to love 

to read and reads often, then he will unknowingly become a fluent reader.   
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Reflection Seven – from October 31, 2010 

 Content area reading has long been a point of contention between teachers.  As a reading 

teacher, it is easy for me to get frustrated with a social studies or science teacher who assigns a 

reading assignment for homework with a page of questions to answer at the end of reading.  

Those types of assignments are so far removed from my whole goal of encouraging students to 

read for learning rather than read for a grade.  The idea that all teachers are reading teachers is 

not one that is accepted by many people.  It reminds me of when I was in college and the teacher 

asked how many of us were going to teach special education.  Only two or three students raised 

their hands and she said, ―No, in fact we all do.  The sooner you realize that, the sooner you will 

begin to create lessons to meet all students‘ needs.‖  That notion shocked me.  I feel it is the 

same with the teaching of reading.   

 I honestly do not understand why many non-literature teachers are so turned off by the 

concept that we all teach reading.  I have dealt with content area teachers‘ attitudes toward my 

struggling readers because they applied a reading strategy I taught them in class and were taking 

longer to read a section.  Just this past school year, I taught my sixth graders to post-it note 

during silent reading.  This involved placing tiny post-its in their textbooks to mark words they 

did not know, new facts they had never heard before, and parts they wanted to make sure and ask 

the teacher to clarify.  I could see how well this strategy worked in our literature books, so I told 

them to take the post-its to their other classes, and when they got stuck in a reading assignment 

to apply it.  You would have thought I gave them a stick of dynamite to take to other classrooms.  

I had several teachers tell me that they did not like the post-its put in the books and that the 

students were taking way too long to read in class.  I was dumbfounded.  How is it that they 

expect these students to comprehend what they are reading, yet they are literally not allowed to 
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think about and respond to what they are reading because it might take a little longer?  This is 

when we lose them- when we have two totally different ideas of what reading involves and these 

students are somehow supposed to bridge the gap. 

 I can remember going to hear Richard Allington at Carson-Newman last year.  He is a 

huge proponent of using content area reading strategies.  He said the average student will be at 

the top of the class in reading from kindergarten to third grade and then suddenly drop to the 

bottom of the class.  This is when the most content area reading begins and suddenly these 

children are expected to magically know how to read for information.  I believe between fourth 

and sixth grade, teachers should spend hours teaching students how to read informational texts.  

Even as an eighth grade teacher, I asked my class to bring their science book with them so I 

could literally show them the way to read the book- graphs, pictures, headings and all.  I had one 

student who admitted he never read the captions of pictures in his textbook.  I had another who 

did not realize that the pages covered with graphs and charts were meant to be examined, not 

skipped over.  I did not mind teaching them to read their science textbook, but it did frustrate me 

that it had not been done before and that most of these students were clueless.  It was as if I was 

the reading teacher and therefore it was my sole responsibility.   

 I believe if more content area teachers used various reading strategies often found in the 

literature classroom, students would be performing better all the way around.  I love the idea for 

the Socratic seminar mentioned in the book.  This would be great to use in any classroom.  As 

much as students love to talk and rarely get a chance, I can see them loving this activity.  I 

especially like the type of questions mentioned, such as ―What was useful?‖ or ―What was 

confusing?‖  I think this would definitely show who is really reading and comprehending and 

who is not.  This would be a much better assessment than a simple multiple choice test or 
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answering a handful of questions at the end of the chapter.  Activities like this and quickwrites, 

think-alouds, journal responses, and graphic organizers allow students to internalize what they 

read and truly respond to the text.  If our goal as teachers is to prepare students for the future, 

how on earth are we getting them ready for a world in which reading is so crucial if we shove off 

the teaching of reading to only one person?  There must be constant instruction from the early 

grades to college by ALL teachers.   
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Reflection Eight – from November 7, 2010 

 From my earliest days in student teaching, I was always soaking up any comprehension 

strategy I saw or read in a book.  I could not get over just how many comprehension strategies 

are available and used in classrooms from preschool to high school.  Some of my favorites are 

Think-Alouds, guided reading, and Reader‘s Theater.  Regardless of the strategy used, 

comprehension should involve students in an engaging way and be an ongoing process 

throughout the school year. 

Comprehension is the most important aspect of guided reading, vocabulary and fluency 

fall under this.  There are three phases in a true guided reading lesson- before, during, and after.  

Each of these phases helps students with the comprehension of a story.  Most stories will have to 

be read a number of times in order to truly understand it.  When there is variety in the activities 

that go with a story, there will be success. 

Before reading, the teacher can do a picture walk, discuss genre, the author and illustrator, 

make predictions, pull out phrases of the story, and build background knowledge.  Even my older 

students loved to do a picture walk through the text before we actually sat down to read it.  

During reading, the class will read along with the teacher and even chime in when they know a 

certain part.  The teacher should point out difficult words as they are read.  After reading, they 

can match words on sentence strips to the book, work on vocabulary, compare characters, 

sequence the events, and retell the story with puppets or themselves as the characters.  Each of 

these activities will support comprehension of the story and can be adapted to any grade level. 

Teachers can also use KWL charts, ERT (Everyone Read To…), T-Charts, picture walks, 

and beach ball just to name a few.  One strategy I would like to use in the future is called Give 

Me 5 Plus 1.  This activity involves a simple gardener‘s glove in which the student writes setting, 



 27 

character, conflict, etc. on each of the fingers of the glove.  Then the student goes up to a 

classmate and chooses a finger if that person‘s glove and has to retell what is being asked.  This 

fun glove activity is great for retelling a story.  I believe when a student retells a story, he really 

does understand it and comprehension is gained.  This is something I could definitely see using 

in small groups.  You could even change the glove out to fit different elements discussed, such as 

character, setting, rising action, falling action, denouement, etc. 

There are also many activities to teach students so they can work on comprehension at 

home during homework time.  I tend to forget the fact that many students need to be taught how 

to think while reading.  The Think-Aloud strategy really helped me see where I needed to model, 

model, model to my kids how to think while reading.  When they are stuck in a passage of 

reading, I want them to recall the strategies I have shared with them to get out of a bind  

I learned how to do Think-Alouds from the book Guided Reading the Four Blocks Way.  

This book lists strategies and phrases to use during Think-Alouds and is very helpful.  I used 

Think-Alouds quite often in my class when I read to them because it was also a great way to 

model fluency.  I loved to spur on conversation about the text in ways that they can see their own 

background knowledge adds to the understanding.  There is also a Think-Aloud Checklist for 

students to fill out and think about their own use of this strategy when reading.  I think as a good 

reader, we often do Think-Alouds subconsciously.  Struggling readers may need to be shown 

how to do this.  They need help knowing how to literally think through a story. 

Each of these comprehension strategies and activities definitely take prior planning and 

often a lesson on how to teach them.  The work put in to understanding and using comprehension 

activities is well worth it once a teacher sees that ―light-bulb‖ moment when her students 
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understand a story and are excited about discussions pertaining to it.  There is no better way to 

motivate students to read than teaching them how to open the door of understanding. 
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Reflection Nine – from October 14, 2010 

 The link between a child who is learning disabled versus one who shows difficulty in 

reading has long been debated.  I remember reading journal articles back in my undergraduate 

classes that clearly stated the relationship between intellectual ability and reading ability is very 

weak, especially in primary grades.  In fact, many children who demonstrate early reading 

difficulties can overcome those difficulties if provided with intensified assistance in developing 

literacy skills and strategies.  These intensive interventions can help a young struggling reader 

avoid the LD classification.  However, without such instructional interventions, many children 

who struggle at the early stages of learning to read continue to struggle throughout their 

academic careers and many are ultimately identified as reading-disabled. 

 Early childhood programs seem to be a very effective intervention method.  Rush Strong, 

for instance, has incorporated a Pre-1
st
 program for students who demonstrate significant reading 

difficulties compared to that of their kindergarten peers.  This program, also found in other 

elementary schools, is developed to be more focused on emergent literacy skills than the typical 

kindergarten classroom, yet not quite as advanced as a 1
st
 grade classroom .  For example, if a 

student does not have an acceptable awareness of print or is unable to work with rhymes, that 

student would be placed into a Pre-1
st
 program instead of going on to 1

st
 grade.  Because of the 

small class size, as Allington suggested, these classes allow for more intimate learning time and 

individual needs are met by the teacher(s).  This program is also great for students who simply 

need a little more time to grow and mature as good readers before being thrown into the next 

school year where they will undoubtedly fall behind their peers. 

 I agree with Allington that the quality of classroom instruction plays an enormous role in 

whether or not students become successful readers.  Teachers must learn and accept the fact that 
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instruction has to be tailored to meet students‘ needs.  Especially in the earliest years of learning 

how to read, teachers can develop many intervention strategies that can be implemented right 

there in the classroom for certain students or small groups of students.  For example, the teacher 

can provide tactile experiences with letters such as foam letters, magnets, tracing, molding clay 

etc. to teach letter/sound recognition.  This would allow for the visual and kinesthetic learners to 

become successful at this important skill.  Another intervention strategy could be to sing songs 

and change the first sound in the words to make a new ―silly‖ song.  This helps auditory learners 

with phonological awareness.  A teacher could also use manipulatives to count words in a 

sentence, the number of syllables in a word, or the number of phonemes in a word.  These 

intervention strategies and more should provide direct instruction and begin at the child‘s 

instructional level.  The earlier the intervention strategies are put into place, the greater the 

percentage of children who achieve ―normal‖ reading levels.  An effective teacher adds these 

strategies throughout the school year, almost subconsciously, as she works with her students.  An 

effective teacher also needs the support of the school system in providing leveled readers, Little 

Books, writing materials, items for literacy play centers, objects to create a print rich 

environment, and other instructional materials necessary to provide sufficient time for reading 

and writing activities.  Perhaps with a partnership approach to reading intervention, the short-

term effects will become more long-term and fewer students will be placed in the category of 

needing support. 
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Reflection Ten – from November 21, 2010 

I feel Michael Pressley hit the nail on the head when he said students can easily read a 

chapter from beginning to end but have no idea what they read or even remember it afterward.  

In my first few years teaching, I too believed comprehension was somehow learned through just 

reading, reading, reading.  It was not until I was given an inclusion class in my third year of 

teaching that I quickly realized I needed to back up and actually teach how to THINK during 

reading.  I started describing these kids as ―word callers‖ not readers because they could read 

words all day long.  They could not, however, tell me what they read or do well on 

comprehension questions.  To tackle the problem with my group of word callers, I began going 

to in-services and conferences to specifically learn comprehension strategies. 

 Just as Pressley says, there must be before, during, and after comprehension processes, 

and these processes have to be taught.  One of the best activities I learned how to do, and 

actually practiced at a conference before coming home, was how to make B, D, A charts.  This 

involved taking three sheets of butcher paper and labeling each one ―Before,‖ ―During,‖ and 

―After.‖  I hung these papers from my board and they stayed there during the entire week while 

we read unit of short stories.  This particular group of stories was nonfiction pieces about crime 

lab science.  These papers were designed to allow students (who were working in small groups) 

to write down questions they had about the story before we actually read it.  The questions were 

generated by previewing the text, looking at pictures, and skimming the titles and subtitles.  Not 

only were questions added to the ―Before‖ sheet, but also any background knowledge was 

written in a few short sentences with the student‘s initials beside it.  My kids were very anxious 

to get to that paper and put up questions about blood, fingerprints, DNA, autopsies, the show CSI, 



 32 

etc.  There were a ton of pictures in this particular unit that sparked their interest and made them 

think of questions.   

 Our ―During‖ paper was filled with questions they had about certain things while we read.  

I would stop the reading briefly and say to the group, ―If you have a question that has not been 

answered yet, now is a great time to put it on the paper before we continue.‖  Most of their 

questions were answered later in the reading, but at least we could see the thinking process going 

on while we read.  Also, they enjoyed seeing their own question answered from the reading.  IN 

addition, this ―During‖ paper allowed for predictions to be made while we read.  For instance, 

there was a short story included in this unit that was about the murder of a husband and the work 

it took for the case to be solved.  My students loved playing detective and adding to the ―During‖ 

paper who they thought the murderer was.  It was funny to see their original guesses marked out 

and a new one added as the story continued. 

 The ―After‖ paper was designed to be a catch-all.  It included their thoughts about the 

unit, their favorite part, and things they wanted to know more about from future readings or an 

internet search on crime lab science.  This paper was filled front and back because many of my 

students became really interested in this topic and had a lot of things they wanted to look up 

online.  One girl wanted to see if the murder story was real and we looked it up during our class 

break.  She was thrilled to see the actual case online as well as photos.   

 This activity was one that I could see truly worked with these kids.  Their interest lasted 

through the whole week and they performed very well on the comprehension test at the end of 

the unit.  It allowed me to literally see them thinking through the text.  It was not a quiet, sit 

down and read activity.  We were active, engaged, and excited!  The best part, by far, was when I 

saw a small group weeks later get out a sheet of paper and make a miniature B, D, A chart when 
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I assigned them a short story to read together.  It was priceless to see that my comprehension 

strategy was applied to a new story and would not simply be forgotten. 



 34 

Reflection Eleven – from November 28, 2010 

 One of the goals of good teachers needs to be to create an environment that is print-rich, 

in that books are readily available and placed in a setting that invites students to read.  I believe a 

child needs to be completely surrounded by literacy.  Just as the article by Linda Clary states, it 

is important to have a variety of paperbacks, hard backs, comic books, trade books, magazines, 

maps, instructional manuals, textbooks, menus, etc. in order to show children how important 

reading really is.  I went to a conference where a teacher made a ―Need to Read‖ bulletin board 

where children brought in pieces of things that involved reading.  They brought in recipes, car 

magazines, the back of a cereal box, newspapers, etc. to prove just how important it is to be able 

to read and that we are encircled by literacy daily.  A child‘s concept of why people read and 

write in our society needs to develop meaningfully.  I think this concept is fostered in the early 

years when teachers would take the time to stop during the day, allow students to sit on a comfy 

chair or carpet square and simply read.  But what about middle and high school?  How often do 

you find a secondary classroom that provides opportunities for self selected reading time? 

 When it comes to time, I know from my own classroom that adolescent students clearly 

do not have enough of it during class to do any independent reading.  Teachers are so worried 

about covering the standards as quickly as possible; they simply do not allow adequate time for 

SSR.  I am shocked by the statistic from the Clary article that references the research stating 3/4 

of a student‘s day is spent listening to a teacher.  No wonder many kids hate school!  There is no 

time for them to escape into a good book.  I can‘t imagine someone talking to me nonstop for an 

entire day leaving no opportunity for me to read the newspaper, skim through a magazine, or 

read a chapter in a book before bed.   
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 Not only is time a factor, but also the expense a teacher must spend providing good books 

for the classroom.  As for me, I was lucky enough to begin my first year in a classroom where 

the reading teacher was retiring and I literally ―inherited‖ tons of paperbacks.  To add to my 

collection and update it as new titles came out, I went to McKay‘s, shopped on Amazon.com, 

and found bargains at yard sales and flea markets.  There are schools I have heard of that do a 

book drive where they ask for parents and students to donate used books to the school that are 

then divided among teachers.  I also know of schools that ―charge‖ one book for entrance into 

the school dance.  A fellow teacher at Rush Strong and I swapped our collection about halfway 

through the year so each of our classrooms would have a new selection of titles.  Whatever 

method a teacher/school chooses to provide materials, the most important thing is to have variety 

and entice the students to read by constantly mixing up the collection. 

 Teachers not only need resources for providing books, but also after reading ideas that 

will go along with the texts.  Donald Leu‘s article about using the internet as a resource for 

literacy has many interesting and engaging ideas.  I visited the website ―Frosty Readers‖ from 

page 312, and was impressed by the amount of activities provided and the number of teachers 

across the country (and even Europe) that submitted book lessons.  This is a wonderful idea to 

share post-reading projects with other teachers.  One 2
nd

 grade teacher for instance included little 

excerpts of stories written by her students and a photo of them together.  This is an excellent tool 

for not only language arts activities, but also for teaching how to use the internet as an effective 

resource.  Many young adult book authors also provide their email addresses for students to write 

and ask questions or tell them how much they enjoyed the book.  Showcasing the possibilities of 

the internet in the classroom will definitely prepare students for a world in which they will be 

surrounded by new technology.  With the limitless possibilities found on the internet and 
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resources to stock a classroom full of good books, teachers should definitely see students‘ 

motivation and interest in reading increase. 
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Reflection Twelve – from December 5, 2010 

 Assessment is probably the area where I feel the most apprehension.  Even though I 

taught an intervention reading program, I am still not comfortable giving reading assessment 

tests simply because they seem to be so inconclusive.  I used a computer program designed by 

Scholastic to find out a student‘s reading Lexile and then made decisions about what books were 

appropriate and what needed to be done to help that child in reading.  I too found discrepancies 

with the Lexile system, but thought the score was based on content and not just word occurrence 

or difficulty.  For instance, the book mentions Charlotte’s Web and The Firm having the same 

Lexile of 680.  I always assumed the higher Lexile was perhaps because of the themes, for 

instance Charlotte’s Web dealing with death, being ostracized and social acceptance.  Despite 

it‘s ambiguity of criteria, I felt using the Lexile system in my classroom did accurately match my 

students to books they could be successful reading. 

 When it comes to assessment, I would love to use an educational portfolio as opposed to 

high-stakes testing.  The idea of creating a portfolio intimidates teachers because many do not 

know how to issue a grade for something that will be as unique as each student it represents.  I 

think a portfolio idea would be successful if students told why they put in each piece to represent 

what they have learned that year.  I have always felt from the time I was a student in high school 

that portfolios tell so much more about a child than a standardized test taken on one day with less 

than 100 questions about a certain subject.  It kills me to think a year‘s worth of lessons can be 

broken down into 75 random questions.  I agree with the article, the child is actually learning 

nothing during testing, and is instead wasting instructional time.  The score tells nothing about 

the child‘s reading skills, but that he or she may just be a good test taker.  I know plenty of 

children who are very good readers, yet when it comes time to take the test, they panic because 
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of the pressure coming from others, the time constraints on taking the test itself, and the overall 

stress level of the entire testing week.  High-stakes tests are simply not an accurate portrayal of a 

student‘s ability.  There is no opportunity for creative thinking or critical thinking skills.  Once 

again, this is where a portfolio assessment would allow both creative and critical thinking.  

Also, I can definitely see the anxiety level of testing diminished because a portfolio 

would be a year long process, not simply a week spent pouring over a test booklet.  Not only 

would students be less anxious, but also teachers.  The notion that good scores on testing equal 

good teachers is absurd.  What happens when your ―ace‖ student has a death in his family the 

week of tests and completely bombs it?  His poor score will be used as evidence for what he 

supposedly had or had not been taught that year.  What if instead that same child had the 

opportunity to place items in his portfolio throughout the year that represented what he truly 

learned?  In the future, I see myself having portfolios where students can pretty much put in 

whatever they choose as long as they have an explanation as to why- similar to the ones I created 

during graduate school.  I learned more out of the process of selecting and reflecting on artifacts 

for my portfolio than I ever would have on a multiple choice test.  Not only did I learn during the 

process, but that portfolio is a true demonstration of my understanding of the reading specialist 

objectives.  It is something I could take to any job interview or use in other courses of study.  I 

believe the same could be true for students going from year to year, school to school, or on to 

college.  They would take with them a real representation of themselves, not a single score. 
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Reflection Thirteen – from December 12, 2010 

 

 The rate at which children learn to read varies greatly.  It is important to understand why 

a child is having difficulty developing literally and to be able to provide activities to enhance 

his/her learning.  Language skills such as syntax, semantics, vocabulary, phonological awareness, 

and linguistic awareness are all critical for reading and writing success.  Just as this chapter 

suggests, children will become frustrated and unmotivated if the reading difficulty goes 

unnoticed and ignored.  Factors mentioned in this text such as family educational history, 

cultural background, delay in learning to speak, language impairment, etc. all play a role in 

learning to read.  One of these factors alone does not usually predict reading outcomes, but a 

combination of these factors can be a very strong indicator of later reading difficulties.  It is 

important for teachers to recognize why students are struggling and help them as soon as 

possible. 

Teachers should take into account the student‘s background (heritage and socioeconomic) 

as well as any learning handicaps, and connect the curriculum to the student‘s personal 

experiences.  For struggling readers and English language learners, the teacher should 

incorporate children‘s literature that is predictable, provide opportunities for self-selected 

reading, and use dialogue writing in journals where they can express themselves in a more 

relaxed, conversational way.  Early identification of children at risk for reading and writing 

difficulties, coupled with intensive instruction that focuses on skill such as phonological 

awareness, can improve the literacy skill of English language learners.  Teachers have to be 

aware of the cultural differences that exist in students but not try to reject that child‘s home 

language.  
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Some English language learners may lose some fluency in their first language after 

beginning formal education in the dominant language. Others may speak the home language 

consistently with family, but receive minimal to no formal training in the home language and 

therefore may struggle with literacy skills or using it in broader settings outside of the home.  

When the home language is promoted in school (e.g. in a bilingual education program), the 

concepts, language, and literacy skills that children are learning in the dominant language can 

transfer to the home language.  If this use of home language versus school language goes without 

notice, there can be negative effects on child's development in the dominant/school language.  I 

agree with the text that bilingual education is difficult to incorporate in schools because of the 

cost and finding qualified teachers who speak each of the diverse languages found in schools.   

Once again, it all comes down to quality teachers using a variety of techniques in the 

classroom to teach literacy.  Teachers have to be aware of each child‘s diverse background and 

develop a curriculum that they can relate to in the real world.  Diverse learners should be 

encouraged to write about meaningful events in their own life and be a part of daily storybook 

readings that draw attention to the form, content, and use of language.  It is important to design 

lessons that give them the opportunity to have as many literacy learning activities as possible.  

Teaching in natural environments also proves to be the one of best ways to teach literacy skills to 

struggling students and English language learners.   
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Standard One: Candidates demonstrate an understanding of theories underlying 

the reading process and the teaching of reading. 
 

 The process of reading takes place in stages.  Even before a baby is born, he is listening 

to every sound the mother makes and acquiring language.  Research suggests if you read books 

to your baby from before he is even born and use baby books to help your baby associate objects 

with words from a very early age, your baby will learn his first words and learn to communicate 

(Chamberlain, 1999, p.3).  From birth to three-years-old, babies can look at pictures in a book 

and realize it is a symbol for real objects.  This process of learning to read grows and changes 

throughout the baby‘s life as his ability to think and speak increases. The article ―Child 

Development and Early Literacy‖ by Grover Whitehurst and Christopher Lonigan states, ―the 

acquisition of literacy is best conceptualized as a developmental continuum, with its origins early 

in the life of a child, rather than an all-or-none phenomenon that begins when children start 

school‖ (1998, p. 848).  Each of these stages is broken down into specific goals in the article 

entitled ―Learning to Read and Write: What Research Reveals‖ from Reading Rockets written by 

the National Association for the Education of Young Children ([NAEYC] 2005, p.1-12).  It is 

very helpful in understanding where the ability to read begins and grows throughout a child‘s 

early life.  It also helps me understand why some of my students struggle so much in reading 

even through middle school.  They have missed one of these important stages.  This article not 

only discusses reading aloud to children, but surrounding them in a print-rich environment where 

they are encouraged to read everything they see (NAEYC, 2005, p. 6).  There are so many 

different aspects of learning words, speaking, writing, and ultimately understanding how to read.   
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Standard Two:  Candidates demonstrate an understanding of the written language 

as a symbolic system and the interrelation of reading and writing, and listening and 

speaking. 
 

 The process of learning how to read involves children understanding the nature of the 

alphabetic system of writing and begins very early on in an informal way.  Children make marks 

and invent the spelling of words in play.  In this way, they are building up to ideas about the 

process of writing and reading.  These symbols come to represent writing and expressing ideas in 

the written form.  Even without formal education, children can evolve their knowledge about 

written language.  Priscilla Griffith and Mary Olsen write in their article ―Phonemic awareness 

helps beginning readers break the code‖ found in The Reading Teacher, ―When children write, 

they have to face head-on the problem of mapping spoken language onto written language…the 

more children write, the better they become at segmenting sounds in words‖ (1992, p. 521).  This 

article outlines the connections between phonemes, writing, and hearing sounds in words that all 

lead to phonemic awareness. 

Linnea Ehri and Simone Nunes do an excellent job in the textbook explaining the various 

skills students must be able to do in order to master phonemic awareness in their article ―The 

role of phonemic awareness in learning to read‖ (2002, p. 111-112).  They mention the ability to 

identify and categorize sounds, blend sounds to form new words, delete or add sounds to form 

new words, and substitute sounds to form new words.  This manipulation of sounds is important 

because it improves a student‘s reading comprehension as well as learning how to spell.  The text 

also goes into methods for teaching phonemic awareness such as sound repetition activities, 

stretching the phoneme, playing rhyming games, and several blending activities just to name a 

few (Ehri, 2002, p. 120-122).   
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Standard Three:  Candidates demonstrate an understanding of how literacy 

development differs from learner to learner. 
 

 The rate at which children make the connection to reading varies greatly from learner to 

learner.  Some children have been surrounded by books since birth and have parents who read to 

them on a daily basis.  Other children come from homes where there is not enough money for 

books, let alone a parent who has time to read to them.  Factors such as family history of reading 

problems, early language delays, lack of phonological awareness, and socioeconomic status are 

just a few indicators of future reading failure.  Though one of these alone may not predict a 

negative outcome, certainly a combination of these factors could result in a student having 

reading difficulties.   

 Likewise, children who speak a language at home that is different from the school 

language will have difficulty in reading.  Kathryn Au points out in her article ―Multicultural 

factors and the effective instruction of students of diverse backgrounds‖ that ―the gap between 

the reading achievement of students of diverse backgrounds and mainstream students has been a 

concern for many years‖ (2002, p. 393).  She goes on to say it is vital that teachers understand 

how to successfully teach reading to these students (Au, 2002, p. 393).  These students will need 

help with letter/sound knowledge, vocabulary, sentence/story recall, print awareness, and even 

basic language skills.  It is highly likely that a child who knows most letters/sounds, has a varied 

vocabulary, and good phonological skills will become a good reader. 

 In the book Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young Children edited by Catherine Snow, 

she mentions several techniques to prevent reading difficulties and outlines ways to work with 

young children who are just learning to read.   Snow says counting, playing letter games, shape 

games, and other phonemic awareness activities will play a role later in achievement (1998, 

p.44).  She feels literate growth depends on treating language as an object of thought – 
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metalinguistics.  She goes on to say the comprehension of words emerges before the ability to 

produce words, around the 1
st
 birthday (Snow, 1998, p. 47).  Problems arise when children are 

unable to internalize usefully their phonemic awareness lessons.  The result is difficulty in 

sounding out and blending new words, retaining words from one encounter to the next, and 

learning to spell (Snow, 1998, p. 55).  I could see those signs in several of my students.  It is as if 

they have never had a phonological lesson in their whole life.   

 When it comes to motivation, students once again have several contributing factors-- 

frustration, boredom, and pressure.  Teachers can combat frustration by partner reading, book 

talks, and bringing in easier books on some days.  To combat boredom, teachers can incorporate 

a variety of activities such as Readers‘ Theater or book club groups.  Au suggests teachers model 

what they enjoy reading and sharing those books with the class (2002, p. 397).  When it comes to 

pressure, teachers need to praise students for reading and make sure to review the stories and 

build in a sense of cooperation. 
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Standard Five:  Candidates create an environment that fosters interest and growth 

in all aspects of literacy. 
 

 I believe it is important to have a variety of trade books, magazines, maps, instructional 

manuals, textbooks, menus, etc. in both the classroom and home in order to show children how 

important reading really is.  There is a reason most elementary teachers label everything in the 

room and they literally take time to read the room.  These environmental prints are very 

important to the evolving of literacy.  Teachers also have to incorporate a wide variety of books 

in the classroom in order to peak everyone‘s interest.   

 As I have mentioned before, my bookshelves contained everything from One Hundred 

Things You Should Know about Pirates to Hamlet.  Linda Clary states in her article ―Getting 

adolescents to read,‖ ―When students' interests have been determined, the teacher can assemble a 

classroom collection that reflects the most popular topics. These books can be used for free and 

assigned readings, book talks, reading aloud, or even units of study‖ (1991. p.342).  She goes on 

to say that accessibility is just as important as variety and students need to feel they can get 

books easily (Clary, 1991, p. 342).  A reading center should also have comfortable chairs, posters, 

writing materials for quick notes, low lighting, and even a plant to two to make it feel like a 

special place at home (Clary, 1991, p. 343).  Teachers can also bring in grocery ads, menus from 

restaurants, logos, and other sources for them to look at and read. 

 Maria Weiss wrote an article in 1988 about the importance for children to understand the 

functions of print.  Her article titled ―A key to literacy:  Kindergartners‘ awareness of the 

function of print‖ discusses the concept of why people read and write in our society and how that 

notion develops meaningfully (Weiss, 1988, 575).  She agrees that exposure through labels on 

household products, newspapers, and countless other examples that a young child becomes 

aware of the different uses of print in our society (Weiss, 1988, 577).   
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Creating an environment that causes a child to desire to read is not difficult, but it does 

take planning and imagination.  Teachers and parents can think about what they would like to 

have in a cozy reading area of their house and bring those ideas into what is created for children.  

The end result is well worth any amount of effort put into creating a literacy rich environment. 
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Standard Seven: Candidates provide explicit instruction and model multiple 

comprehension strategies.  
 

 Comprehension is the reason for reading.  Without comprehension, true reading is not 

taking place.  As Nell Duke and P. David Pearson mention in ―Effective practices for developing 

reading comprehension,‖ teachers must teach students how to actively read and to understand the 

purpose for reading (2002, p. 205-206).  Thinking during reading is a complicated process, but 

must occur to make sense out of the text.  Because the process of thinking while reading can be 

so daunting, teachers must equip students with a ―grab bag‖ of reading comprehension strategies.  

I believe one of the best ways to teach comprehension is the use of Think Alouds.  Think 

Alouds make the thinking that goes on inside one‘s head while reading more of a public display.  

Pat Cunningham, author of Guided Reading the Four Blocks Way, is perhaps the guru behind 

Think Alouds (2000).  She clearly states ways to communicate six Think Aloud strategies 

including: connecting, predicting, summarizing, questioning, inferring, and evaluating 

(Cunningham, 2000, p. 77-78).  She lists questions and sentence starters to use with the class to 

encourage thinking while reading.  Because good readers think subconsciously while reading, it 

is necessary to teach struggling readers these techniques and to model, model, model how to use 

them so they will in turn use them while reading independently.   

Another wonderful comprehension strategy is the use of guided reading.  Comprehension 

is the most important goal for guided reading, followed by vocabulary and fluency.  Guided 

reading develops background knowledge and incorporates before, during, and after activities.  

These activities range from picture walking and setting the purpose before, to Think Alouds and 

choral reading during, and finally to open ended questioning and comparing characters after.  

Guided reading typically takes place for a whole week or longer on just one book and allows for 

daily rereading of materials.   
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Regardless of the technique chosen to promote comprehension of texts, students must be 

very slowly guided through each of the steps before they can work independently.  There has to 

be a scaffolding approach to turning over these strategies to them.  Duke and Pearson suggest a 

teacher saying phrases such as, ―remember what we have been working on…make predictions 

while you read‖ (2002, p. 209).  This type of gradual release of responsibility must take place at 

just the right time for students to truly master comprehension and feel comfortable with this 

newfound knowledge. 
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Standard Eight:  Candidates teach students a variety of study strategies to 

strengthen reading comprehension. 
 

 After describing to students how to use a certain strategy, modeling it, and working with 

them as they begin to use the strategy, there needs to be the gradual release of the responsibility 

to the student for using the strategy independently.  Teachers rely heavily on the use of 

instructional scaffolding to provide this aid to students.  The ultimate goal should be for teachers 

to eventually take the ―back seat‖ of using comprehension strategies and become more of an 

observer as the approach is being used by students.  Michael Pressley calls this ―self-regulated 

comprehension‖ in his article ―Metacognition and self-regulated comprehension‖ (2002, p. 291).  

He argues ―Metacognition, which is needed to use comprehension strategies well, can begin 

during direct teacher explanations and modeling of strategies but develops most completely 

when students practice using comprehension strategies as they read‖ (Pressley, 2002, p. 292).   

 Because word recognition strategies matter in comprehension, students can be taught how 

to become familiar with word parts.  John Pikulski and David Chard outline in their article 

―Fluency: Bridge between decoding and comprehension‖ ways to teach word recognition.  They 

recommend the teacher asking students to look at the word from left to right, think about the 

sounds of the letters, blend the sounds together and look for word parts, think if you already 

know the word, ask if it makes sense in what you are reading, and finally pronouncing the word 

to see if it does make sense (Pikulski and Chard, 2005, p. 515).  Students must be taught these 

decoding strategies so they will not become frustrated and quit when encountering a difficult 

word while reading independently.   

 One of the best study skills I learned as a student and passed on to my students was the 

use of sticky note reading.  I teach students to take sticky notes and mark the text in ways that are 

meaningful to them, such as using an ―!” to show that what they just read is new, interesting 
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information.  I also teach them to write down words on that sticky note that they may need help 

clarifying and then to keep on reading.  Most of the time that word is decoded by using sentences 

after it and making sense of its use.  Sticky note reading promotes active reading, and active 

reading leads to comprehension.   
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Standard 9: Candidates emphasize the interrelationship between  

reading and writing. 
 

 Writing is interestingly enough, very much connected to the process of learning how to 

read.  The more students are exposed to many opportunities to write during the school day, the 

better they will be able to understand that each letter/symbol represents a sound and it takes 

these sounds to create words.  There is also a reciprocal to this- the more you read, the better 

your writing will be.  Students must be offered numerous opportunities to write on a wide 

variety of topics and in a mixture of formats. 

 Reading a variety of genres, for example, helps children learn text structures and 

language that they can then transfer to their own writing.  I can tell which books my students 

have read and really enjoyed because when they have time to write their own stories, the same 

type of plot or character will appear.  I love to see that connection because it really shows me 

they not only enjoyed the story they read, but also understood it on a deeper level.  In addition, 

reading provides young people with prior knowledge that they can use in their stories. One of 

the primary reasons that we read is to learn. Especially while we are still in school, a major 

portion of what we know comes from the texts we read. Since writing is the act of transmitting 

knowledge in print, we must have information to share before we can write it. Therefore 

reading plays a major role in writing. 

 Phonemic awareness develops as children read and write new words. Similarly, phonics 

skills or the ability to link sounds together to construct words are reinforced when children read 

and write the same words. For older children practice in the process of writing their own texts 

helps them analyze the pieces that they read. Brian Morgan and Richard Smith advocate the use 

of creating Wikis to blend the connection of reading and writing in their article ―A Wiki for 

classroom writing‖ (2008, p. 80).  They explain, ―Students work together to compose a single, 
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collaboratively authored document, or they help each other with their own individual 

documents‖ (Morgan & Smith, 2008, p. 80).  Students had to work through the entire prewriting, 

writing, editing, and publishing stages in order to create the Wikis (Morgan & Smith, 2008, p. 

81).  The knowledge of each step in the process of writing was not simply taught to them using 

notes.  They actually experienced each phase and will likely carry that knowledge into future 

writing activities.   

 Writing instruction should be just as detailed and thorough as comprehension instruction.  

Sharan Gibson advocates guided writing in her article, ―An effective framework for primary 

grade guided writing instruction‖ (2008, p. 324).  She shows the idea of using mini-lessons to 

introduce writing instruction.  These lessons focus on what a group of students need to know at 

that time, such as ways to write, deciding what to write about, choosing a title, or the editing 

processes (Gibson, 2008, p. 324).  One of the most effective ways to help children build 

specific writing skills is to show and discuss with them models that successfully demonstrate 

the skill.  Mini-lessons are wonderful because when students become more knowledgeable of a 

certain writing skill, they will begin learning about a new skill on the next mini-lesson.  Also, 

if a teacher feels the lesson needs to be re-taught later in the year, they have the flexibility to do 

so.  Mini-lessons take place in the first 20 or 30 minutes of class and then students expound on 

that lesson during actual writing time.   
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Self-Evaluation 

 This course, for me, was a good reiteration of many concepts I was introduced to last 

semester in my Emergent Literacy class.  Many of the same topics appeared in this class such as 

phonemic awareness, comprehension, writing, stages of development, etc. that make up the core 

knowledge of a reading specialist.  It was very helpful for me to have a continuation of those 

basic ideas and theories so I could broaden my knowledge of reading and the expectations of a 

reading specialist.  I thoroughly enjoyed the book What Research has to Say about Reading 

Instruction and found myself nodding in agreement throughout many of the chapters.  It is very 

interesting to me to see what other people think and do in their classrooms to promote literacy.  I 

feel like many of the issues raised in the text, i.e. high-stakes assessment and diverse classrooms, 

are shared by many educators including myself.  It is always helpful to see that educators 

nationwide are experiencing many of the same concerns in their schools.  Similarly, reading 

about how teachers work with different reading strategies helps me to become better equipped to 

tackle the same problems one day.   

 Overall I feel like I have a much deeper understanding of the need for comprehension 

instruction, fluency, decoding strategies, motivational practices, writing, and how to create a 

literacy rich environment for the classroom and home.  I look forward to using this knowledge as 

a middle school reading specialist.  So many middle school students have lost the love for 

reading they once had as a child.  I look forward to putting into practice the different 

motivational and inspirational ideas I learned about in this course.  Likewise, I also anticipate 

using these strategies to instill in my own children the love of reading that I have.  I can think of 

no better way to utilize this information than by working with my own children to foster their 

own desire for reading.   


