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Message from your  

    GWRC President 

Dear GWRC Colleagues, 

 

The Greater Washington Reading Council is proud to present the 29
th

 volume of the 

GWRC Journal. We value the contributions from the professionals in our area. Members 

have dedicated their time to researching and submitting articles for this edition of Making 

Literacy Connections.  

 

The Greater Washington Reading Council, a local affiliate of the Virginia State Reading 

Association, sets its mission as promoting literacy and literacy education in this Northern 

Virginia region. The GWRC members are committed to supporting teachers, 

administrators, and the general public in the best practices of literacy instruction,  pre-K 

to college and beyond. 

 

The GWRC is comprised of teachers, librarians and literacy leaders across the 

Washington, DC metro area. Membership in our organization includes membership in the 

Virginia State Reading Association and access to grants, newsletters and opportunities to 

share in International Literacy.  

 

Our annual conference for 2014 features Katherine Bomer, author of Hidden Gems: 

Naming and Teaching from the Brilliance in Every Student’s Writing. She has written and 

worked with Lucy Calkins through the Teachers College Reading and Writing Project. 

Katherine is a gifted writer and speaker and we look forward to her coming to the Greater 

Washington Reading Council’s Annual Conference.  

 

For more information on what is happening in our council, check out the GWRC website 

www.gwrc.net. 

 

I would like to thank the dedicated members of the Greater Washington Reading Council 

that make sharing literacy and furthering the mission of our council possible. You are all 

wonderful and I can’t thank you enough for the time and energy you give. 

 

Sincerely, 

Stephanie Fidler 

Greater Washington Reading Council President 

 

http://www.gwrc.net/
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Message from the  

    Editors 

Dear GWRC Membership,  

Welcome to the 2014-2015 edition of Making Literacy Connections!   

First of all, we are deeply grateful to Seth Parsons, whose efforts have resulted in 

our ability to have this journal (as well as last year's edition and future editions) indexed 

by EBSCOHOST.  

The contents of this 2014-2015 edition reflects the professional interests and 

needs of our community. There are articles that documents the action research done to 

engage and instruct a reluctant elementary reader as well as a case study of an English 

learner in higher education. There is an article on the multiple benefits of using shared 

reading in early literacy development as well as an article on using a multiple-modal 

approach to guide a student to read deeply. A veteran secondary ELA teacher shares his 

insights and changes in curriculum design as he responds to the needs of his English 

learners. A collaboration between a reading teacher and a math teacher has resulted in 

their sharing of a new, successful instructional framework for  an after-school program. 

The writers of the articles have been pro-active in investigating and documenting their 

activities in order to welcome readers in what Frank Smith called "the literacy club."  

 As you read these articles, we hope you are inspired. Please think how you can 

use what you read to further your literacy knowledge and how you can share your 

insights, new ideas, and connections with colleagues by submitting a manuscript for 

possible publication. We welcome manuscripts on best classroom practices, successful 

literacy programs in schools and/or communities, proven strategies, action research, the 

use of technology in literacy instruction as well as reviews of standard assessments and 

adopted literacy programs. (See the “Call for Manuscripts” information page in this 

edition and at the website gwrc.net; the deadline for submission is July1, 2015). 

 

As we all know, literacy is the basis of academic achievement!  

Ann Kennedy,  Seth Parsons,  Gail Ritchie 

Editors 
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Developing Early Literacy Skills Through Shared Reading 

Pamela Sullivan 

Benefits of shared reading 

Most educators already know how important shared reading is for young children.  

Children who are read to either in the home or by a caregiver are more likely to 

demonstrate skills necessary for learning to read.  For example, a 1999 longitudinal study 

by the U.S. Department of Education found that children who were read to three times 

per week had significantly higher levels of phonological awareness and were twice as 

likely to score in the top 25% in reading (NCES, 2008).   Through interactive book 

sharing, children learn concepts about print, vocabulary, and knowledge of the world 

(Ezell & Justice, 2005; Swanson et.al, 2011).   

The language and literacy skills that children develop during their early childhood 

sets the stage for their learning once formal schooling begins. Several meta-analytic 

studies have documented the positive effects of parents reading aloud on early literacy 

skills.  One early study, by Bus, van Ijzendorn, and Pelligrini (1995), reviewed the 

frequency of shared book reading with toddlers and preschool-aged children.  They found 

that “parent-preschooler book reading is related to outcome measures such as language 

growth, emergent literacy, and reading achievement” (p. 15).  The effects of shared book 

reading were strongest for language skills.   

A more recent meta-analysis was completed by the National Early Literacy Panel 

(Lonigan, Shanahan, & Cunningham, 2008).  This study examined home and parent 

programs to determine effects on children‟s early literacy skills.  They found that 



 

increased shared reading in the home had a significant effect on general cognitive 

abilities and language development.   

A supporting study, by Lindsay (2010), focused on children‟s access to and 

ownership of printed materials on attitudes, motivation, and performance of reading, as 

well as academic outcomes, language development, and writing skills.  The findings from 

this study indicated that increased access to printed materials produced improved 

attitudes toward reading and increased levels of reading behavior.  Access to or 

ownership of printed materials was related to, but did not necessarily cause, increased 

motivation to read, higher levels of language development, and better academic outcomes. 

Table 1 Benefits to children from read alouds adapted from Ezell & Justice(2005) 

Concepts of print 

 Holds book right side up 

 Identifies front of book 

 Points to title 

 Turns pages in order, one at a time 

 Looks at pages from left to right 

 Looks at print from left to right 

Concept of word 

 Knows that the print tells the story 

 Knows that letters make up words 

 Identifies first letter of a word 

 Identifies the space between words 

Language Development 

 Increases awareness of sounds  

 Increases vocabulary  

 Increases knowledge of sentence structure 

 Increases knowledge of conversational skills 

World Knowledge 

 Provide opportunities to explore the world through stories 

 Provide opportunities to question and discuss 

 Provide imaginative rehearsals through play 

 



 

Yet, it is not only measurable skills that students gain, but also the pleasures of 

reading. Author Steven Layne (2009) underscores the significance of interest, attitude, 

motivation and engagement as being equally important to reading skills.   

 

Table 2 Picture of a complete reader adapted from Layne (2009) 

Reading Skills  Reader Characteristics 

Decoding    Interest 

Fluency    Motivation 

Comprehension   Attitude 

Language Skills   Engagement 

 

 

Factors that impede shared reading 

Despite the overwhelming agreement among researchers and educators that 

reading aloud to young children is not just important, but imperative, there are also a 

substantial number of studies documenting a gap in the amount of reading aloud that 

occurs in households.  Adams (1990) documented that middle class children heard an 

average of 1000-1600 hours of one-on-one picture book reading before entering first 

grade.  Low-income students in the study heard an average of 25 such hours of reading.   

Risk factors for exposure to reading aloud include poverty, single parent households, low 

education levels for parents, and parents that speak languages other than English (Rimm-

Kaufman, Pianta, & Cox, 2000).  A poll conducted for the Pearson Foundation has shown 

that many adults are unaware of the long-term disadvantages for those children who lack 

early reading skills (Bennett, 2009).   Additionally, children from low-income homes 

have fewer books present in the home, have fewer books in the school and classroom 

library, and live farther from a public library than children from middle or higher-income 

households (Lindsay, 2010). A study by Kuo, et al. (2004) estimated that a lack of daily 

reading impacts more than two million low SES children within the United States.   



 

Interventions in which parents receive training or print materials to facilitate early 

literacy activities in the home have been shown to be effective as long as the parents are 

engaged and motivated to raise their child‟s literacy achievement levels (Bell & Westberg, 

2009; Darling & Westberg, 2004).  With information, materials, and training, interactive 

reading aloud can be encouraged in all households regardless of socio-economic standing 

or the presence of disabilities (Edwards, 1995; Dail & Payne, 2008; & Duursma, 

Augustyn, & Zuckerman, 2008; Karrass, Van Deventer, & Braungart-Rieker, 2003; 

Lindsay, 2010). When parents are made aware of the benefits to their child and given 

information about how to read aloud, they are more likely to do so (Dail & Payne, 2008; 

Peifer & Perez, 2011). 

Role for early childhood professionals 

Since current estimates are that 60% of mothers with preschool-age children are 

in the workforce (Child and Family Statistics, 2006), it becomes even more important for 

caregivers and early childhood teachers to ensure that children are getting the optimal 

exposure to early literacy skills.  We know that “instruction in the early primary grades is 

based on the presumption that children arrive with some understanding of print and sound” 

(Justice & Sofka, 2010, p. 14).  We also know that children who begin school lagging 

behind in literacy skills tend to stay behind (Lonigan, et.al, 2008). 

Research indicates the most important factor influencing children‟s early literacy 

skill development is the quality of the interactions during shared reading (Roberts, 

Jurgens, & Burchinal, 2005).  To be most effective, caregivers must scaffold the skill 

development through affective and interactive supports.  Ezell & Justice (2005) outline 



 

the five elements of shared reading: physical arrangement, social involvement, materials, 

reading style, and conversation.       

Physical arrangement. Early childhood teachers and caregivers can pay attention 

to the physical arrangement for shared reading.  Rooms should be quiet and free from 

distractions during shared reading and if possible, reading within the classroom library 

shows children the „use‟ of that space.  Rugs or mats can make it a special place to sit and 

listen.  All children need to be able to see and access the print material, so reading in 

small groups can make this easier.  If reading to a whole class, make sure than everyone 

can see and hear the story, and pause for conversation and to show pictures or refer to 

print. 

Social Involvement. Especially when working with young children who might 

not have many experiences with printed material, keep in mind that part of the 

scaffolding is affective support.  That means, it should be a positive experience for the 

child with many opportunities to engage in conversation and much positive feedback.  

Students may be stretching their knowledge or taking a risk in these interactions and they 

need to feel safe in doing so. 

Materials. Young children are most successful with and engaged in shared 

reading when the materials are interesting to them, have outstanding illustrations, and 

contain less rather than more text on the page.  Stories should be about topics children 

relate to and should include age-appropriate humor.  A list of children‟s books 

recommended by students is available at the end of the article. 

Reading Style. Early childhood teachers or caregivers can make a shared reading 

experience more interesting to the students by varying their reading style and 



 

incorporating parts of the story into their technique.  Giving the characters different 

voices, following the style of the story to vary the tempo, or inserting sound effects that 

complement the text (yawning when a character yawns, for example) can all help hold 

the students‟ attention and help them access the affective parts of the story.   

Conversation. It is difficult when working with a group of children to allow 

conversation to flow through a shared reading experience.  However, this is a key time 

for developing vocabulary, oral language skills, and knowledge of the world.  One of the 

most important aspects of shared reading is praising and engaging in child-led 

discussions through and around the book.  It helps to have more time allotted for the 

shared reading than it will actually take to read the words on the pages, so you don‟t feel 

rushed.  Plan one aspect of the print or the story or the illustrations that you will stop and 

draw attention to during reading, and then be open to stopping when the students want to 

bring something to your attention. 

Conclusion 

Research is very clear that shared reading in the years prior to formal instruction 

has beneficial effects on early literacy skills (Lindsay, 2010; Lonigan, et.al, 2008; and 

Swanson et.al, 2011).  Caregivers, both at home and in daycare or preschool settings, 

have a great responsibility when it comes to developing early literacy skills and helping 

introduce children to print and stories.  For those students whose families are at-risk for 

not reading aloud, the school or daycare setting may be the ideal place in which to gain 

information about the importance of reading aloud, tips about effective shared reading, 

and access to print materials.  Through modeling effective shared reading, discussing 



 

how early literacy skills are developed, and helping to provide access to books and stories, 

such settings may become the catalyst for change in the life of a child.   
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Putting these ideas into practice 

 What can your organization do? 

 Send home a newsletter detailing the benefits children receive from shared 

reading and suggested titles. 

 Send home handouts from organizations such as Zero to Three 

(zerotothree.org for free handouts). 

 Establish a „lending library‟ for weeks or weekends, with tips for 

interactive reading on a card in the book 

 Partner with local library, see if they will come to your center to sign kids 

up for library cards and do storytimes. 

 Establish family literacy nights, with print materials to give away and 

discussions/modeling of shared reading techniques. 

 Partner with nonprofits such as Raising a Reader (www.raisinga 

reader.org) or Imagination Library (http://imaginationlibrary.com) to 

increase shared reading in the home. 

 Within class read aloud time, model interactive reading, with discussions 

and time for conversation. 

 

What books should you recommend? 

Virginia Readers Choice – Primary Level winners as selected by students (2006-

2012)  http://vsra.org/virginia-readers-choice/ 

 We are in a book! By Mo Willems 

 Chester by Melanie Watt 

 Library Mouse by Daniel Kirk 

 Once I ate a pie by Patricia MacLachlan & Emily MacLachlan Charest 

 He came with the couch by David Slonim 

 Guji Gujiby Chi by  Yuan Chen 

 The monster who ate my peas by Danny  Schnitzlein 

 

 What books should you read to add your knowledge base? 

 Trelease, J. (2006) The read aloud handbook, 6
th

 ed. Penguin Books: New York. 

 Allyn, P. (2009). What to read when: The books and stories to read with your 

child and all the best times to read them. Penguin: New York. 

 Ezell H. & Justice, L. (2005). Shared storybook reading: Building young 

children’s language and emergent literacy skills. Paul H. Brookes: Baltimore 

 Bell, D., & Westberg, L. (2009).  What Works: An Introductory Teacher Guide 

for Early Language and Emergent Literacy Instruction.  National Center for 

Family Literacy. 

 



But I Don’t Know How!: A Case Study of a Reluctant Emergent Reader 

Noora Mahmassani 

Introduction 

Learning to read is a complex process involving layers of linguistic cueing systems and 

affective factors whose fundamental nature and purpose is still debated among linguists and 

educators. Proponents of the word recognition view hold that it is a systematic process of 

identification while proponents of the sociopsycholinguistic view frame reading as the 

construction of meaning using cues.  

However, for young children learning to read, these philosophical debates are not 

immediately relevant. For them, reading is a crucial tool with the power to unlock mysteries of 

the world surrounding them, a daunting undertaking, and all too often, a source of frustration. I 

undertook this case study of an emergent reader with the intent of wading through conflicting 

theories in hopes of identifying the causes of this frustration and the instructional strategies and 

reading materials that will minimize it and instead encourage children to become active, 

undaunted, and lifelong readers.   

The Subject 

Brady (pseudonym) is a five year-old emergent reader who attends pre-kindergarten at a 

learning center in a major metropolitan area. I first met Brady working at this learning center as 

teacher’s aide. Struck by his curiosity, I approached his parents about involving him in this case 

study. With their enthusiastic support, I picked Brady up after school one day a week  for 

fourteen weeks and walked with him to a nearby food court to conduct our one hour sessions 

known to Brady as "reading time.”During our first session and in correspondence with his 



parents, I collected valuable information about Brady’s interests and exposure and attitudes 

towards books and reading.   

Interest Inventory 

 In recognition that the most efficient and enjoyable way to develop reading is to read 

texts that are comprehensible and interesting (Freeman & Freeman, 2004), Brady and I worked 

together during our first session to complete the K-2 interest inventory from the reading resource 

site Smenkens Education Solutions (see Appendix A). Despite my best efforts to make 

communication easy and enjoyable for Brady, I quickly realized he was not engaged and shifted 

the conversation to a more open format. Through open discussion in which I attempted to 

incorporate many of the subjects from the interest inventory, Brady confirmed my belief that his 

curiosity translates into interest in many subjects, particularly those involving the outdoors. On 

our weekly walks from his learning center to the location where we conducted our sessions, 

Brady’s frequent stops to measure puddles with fallen leaves, look into fishponds, and throw 

pebbles into storm drains strengthened my foundation of knowledge about what interests him. 

Throughout the semester, I used this foundation to choose engaging and interesting reading 

materials for our sessions. 

Attitudes and Exposure 

Since at least the age of two, when Brady first started attending the learning center, he 

has been exposed to books and reading every day. At least twice a day, teachers read to small 

groups of children, actively involving them in the reading process by asking questions before, 

during, and after reading. At home, Brady’s parents read with him every night. They encourage 

him to choose books and ask questions while reading, reporting that they sometime have to 

impose limits on the amount of questions Brady can ask per page. Brady demonstrated this 



curiosity about books and their stories consistently during our sessions. Understanding how to 

best foster it become one of the central goals of the study. 

 During my initial assessment, I found Brady’s attitude towards reading to be generally 

positive. He showed interest in the books that I had brought to read together, immediately asking 

to read all three. After co-reading these first three predicable books together, I was surprised to 

find that he has a small number or sight words and was able to identify word-initial sounds. 

When talking about these books and others, I learned that his favorite books have pictures and 

exciting or funny stories and he mostly focuses on pictures when looking at a text. 

This initial session also revealed two potential sources of difficulty. The first of these is 

Brady’s lack of confidence with written text. During our conversation about reading, he revealed 

to me that he doesn’t like books that have a lot of words and that looking at the words is his least 

favorite part of reading. Understanding the causes and effects of this discomfort with written text 

became another central goal of the study. 

The second potential difficulty involved Brady’s attitude towards being asked questions 

and asked to complete tasks. I noticed that when I asked him structured questions or asked him to 

complete simple tasks like the ones included on the interest inventory, he grew agitated and 

disengaged. Frequently, he would respond, “I don’t know! You’re the adult. You do it!" 

Similarly, when I asked him to re-read pages we had read together previously, he frequently 

lamented, “But I don’t know how!” I believe this reluctance to transition from the more passive 

role of the person being read to into the active role of reader, which persisted through the course 

of the study, is largely developmental. Discovering the best way to facilitate this transition and 

build Brady’s confidence as an emergent reader became the final central task of my 

investigation.  



Assessment 

 In order to understand Brady’s emergent literacy skills, I collected data using a number of 

assessments. Conscious of the essential role motivation and interest play in reading, I 

continuously monitored Brady’s engagement and modified the procedures to make activities 

more developmentally appropriate. When it seemed that I risked disengaging him or if Brady 

indicated that he wanted to stop, I immediately discontinued assessments. Thus, the partial 

results from the Dolch Pre-Primer Sight Vocabulary list, intended to assess knowledge of basic 

beginning sight words, and an Analytical Reading Inventory, intended to assess a student’s 

instructional, independent, and frustrational reading levels, are not included. However, it is 

valuable to note Brady’s frustration with activities such as these as it suggests that they are both 

above his instructional reading level and not suitable for his developmental level. Instead, I 

focused on developmentally appropriate assessments and activities that motivated and interested 

him. 

Letter Recognition  

 The first assessment Brady completed was a letter recognition activity designed to 

measure his alphabetic knowledge. We used the Fountas & Pinnell Benchmark Assessment 

System 1 letter chart (see Appendix B for the copy Brady completed during our session). For 

each letter on the chart, I asked, “Can you find the letter…?” Using two different colored 

crayons, Brady circled all but one of the correct letters, a 96% accuracy rate. The curved 

typeface of the lowercase letter f -the only one he failed to identify - was very different from the 

angular style usually presented to children and thus, a possible cause for his lack of recognition. 

Phonemic Awareness 



During our fourth and fifth sessions, I tested Brady’s phonemic awareness. In the process 

of first language acquisition, phonemic awareness is essential to perceiving differences in 

meaning signaled by variation in phonemes and the subsequent construction of meaning through 

combining oral and visual sound knowledge while sampling texts (Freeman & Freeman, 2004). 

As it has been shown to be predictive of early reading acquisition and correlated with student 

achievement in reading through elementary school (Rasinski & Padak, 2001), I was interested in 

it as an indicator of Brady’s emergent reading ability.  

 I used Murray’s (2000) Test of Phoneme Identities (see Appendix C), which is designed 

to measure to what degree a reader recognizes phonemes when hidden in spoken words. This test 

appealed to me because it contextualizes the phonemes in silly, child-friendly sentences and 

allows for a flexible, call and response type interaction. First, the instructor says the sentence. 

Then, she pronounces the target phoneme in isolation and asks the reader to repeat. And finally, 

she asks in which of two minimal pairs from the sentence he hears the target phoneme.  

In order to keep Brady engaged, I modified this procedure slightly in two ways during the 

test. Sensing that he liked the sentences I was reading, such as, "We'll see the moon soon,” (see 

Appendix C for more examples), I had him repeat the sentences back to me, eliciting some 

laughs and expressive reading. And secondly, sensing that his interest was waning, I decided to 

split the test into two administrations. We stopped the test half-way through after completing all 

of the consonant phonemes and picked up with vowels and blends for our next session. 

Brady successful identified thirty-three of the thirty-eight English language phonemes 

tested. By choosing the salient word that did not contain the target phoneme, he misidentified the 

following six: /n/, /t/, /b/, /w/, and /ow/. Though this evidence is too limited to allow me to make 



definitive conclusions about the causes of Brady’s mistakes, I can hypothesize that they are due 

to a combined lack of phonemic awareness and attention. 

On question 5, Brady responded to my question of “Do you hear /n/ in same or name?” 

by remarking “I thought it was in both.” This response indicates the common inability to 

distinguish between the phonemes /m/ and /n/, two voiced stops only distinguished by their place 

of articulation. As these phonemes are only minimally contrastive and therefore tricky, I suspect 

that Brady would be able to identify both in isolation or in highly contrastive environments.  

 This pattern manifested itself again in questions 16 and 17 in which I asked Brady to 

distinguish between part and park to identify the /t/ phoneme and cub and come to find the /b/ 

phoneme. Though he did not comment, I suspect that the minimal pairs offered were not 

contrastive enough for Brady to make the distinction. Also, interestingly, both of these missed 

phonemes are plosives. 

 The final two missed questions (20 and 33) both contained the /w/ phoneme. As Brady 

failed to identify it when at word initial position in wait, it logically follows that he did not 

correctly identify its diphthongized form /ow/ in sound. 

Brady’s performance on this activity indicates that his phonemic awareness is 

developmentally advanced. Even though over half a year remains before he enters Kindergarten, 

Brady correctly identified 33:38 phonemes tested, above the Kindergarten average of twenty-

eight correctly identified and at the high end of  the range of 28-33 Murray (2010) identifies as 

indicative of “some degree of developing phonemic awareness” (p. 2).  

Talk, Read, Write 

“Talk-Read-Write” method designed by Richgels (2013) allows for exposure to engaging 

texts while providing insight into multiple foundational literacy skills. It approaches reading 



from a social-interactive perspective, viewing it as a “complex social phenomenon, grounded in 

children’s spoken language competence… supported by children’s interactions with one another 

and helpful adults,” (Richgels, 2013, p. 380). Though I was interested in the data the activity 

would provide on Brady’s talk about a text, concept of word, invented spelling, and finger-point 

reading, I was mainly focused on measuring Brady’s affective reactions. 

 The “Talk-Read-Write” method uses a simple repetitive book Richgels (2013) created for 

the purposes of the activity called From Far Away and Up Close. The two versions of the book, 

one wordless and one with the incomplete, repetitive text, “From far away I see many things… 

From up close I see a _______,”allow the reader opportunities to practice various literacy skills 

during multiple readings. 

 During our first reading, Brady and I turned through the pages of the wordless version. 

On each page, I asked, “What do you see from far away?” and “What do you see from up close?” 

Brady responded with simple, one-word answers. Quickly, he figured out the pattern of the 

pictures and began to only identify the object on each set of pages that he could see from both far 

away and up close. On the seventh set, he looked at both pages and asked me, “What are we 

looking for?” He reacted to my further questioning by shaking his head and saying, “I don’t 

know! You do it.” 

 During our second reading, Brady and I used the with-text version of the book. 

Interestingly, when I asked him to look through this version and tell me what was different about 

it, he did not mention the presence of words. When I directed his attention to the new text at the 

bottom of the page, he reacted with disappointment saying, “I don’t want to do this anymore!” 

By telling him that we were going to make the book change again, I convinced him to continue 

with the activity. 



 The “Talk-Read-Write” method directs child and adult to read through the with-text 

version together. Brady chose not to read with me, again protesting “But I don’t know how! You 

do it!”Instead, he repeated what I had finger-point read without looking at the text. However, 

Brady’s engagement changed completely when we reached the blank at the end of each set of 

text. In this blank, I asked him to use a set of letters I had written out to spell the object he saw in 

that page’s up close photo. Brady focused on this activity, completing six of eight of the missing 

words without protestation. His invented spellings are included in Table 1. 

Conventional 
spelling 

Child’s 
spelling 

Notes # of 
phonemes 
represented 

Car CRA Originally spelled RC, self-
monitored to correct 

3 

Boat BAT  3 
City SAD Sounds out /t/ 4 
Bus BS  2 
Duck DAC Sounds out /k/; asks, “Do I need 

a C now?” 
3 

Train TRN  3 
 Table 1: Invented Spellings 

 

After spelling these six words, Brady chose to stop the activity, asking to move on to a 

different book. As I asked him to help me return the letters to their bag, he reversed his original 

request to take them home with him at the end of the lesson, saying “I don’t want them 

anymore.” But, when his dad came to pick him up and showed enthusiasm for the activity and 

Brady’s writing, he again changed his mind, grabbing the book to stuff in his bag.  

Brady’s performance on the invented spelling portion of this activity confirmed my 

pervious findings about his phonemic awareness. For all six words, he successfully represented 

the word-initial phoneme. And on five of the six, he also successfully represented the word-final 

phoneme. I believe the exception in this pattern in the first word car, in which he placed an A 

after the word-final consonant R is more representative of his initial adjustment to the activity 



than his lack of sound-letter correspondence or phonemic awareness. Additionally, he 

represented word-middle vowels in three of the six words, resulting in representation of the 

correct amount of phonemes in half of the words, an excellent indicator of phonemic awareness 

(Richgels, 2013). Brady’s use of “sounding out talk” for the phoneme /t/ in city and /k/ in duck 

represents additional phonemic awareness (Richgels, 2013). 

Reflection 

 Brady’s performances on the letter identification, phoneme identification, and invented 

spelling assessments indicate that his letter knowledge and phonemic awareness are advanced for 

his age. This awareness is likely due to the quantity and quality of exposure Brady has had to 

oral language and books thanks to family and school support (Rasinski & Padak, 2001; Freeman 

& Freeman, 2004; Murray, 2010). On this basis, I can conclude that Brady’s development in this 

area will not hold him back during the beginning stages of reading and beyond. 

Brady’s reactions to the other activities of the “Talk-Read-Write” assessment indicate a 

lack of enthusiasm and comfort with written language. His failure to notice the presence of 

words in the second version, subsequent change in attitude when his attention was called to their 

presence, refusals to read with me or direct attention towards the words on the page, and quick 

tiring of the activity as a whole confirm my belief that he does not associate reading with being 

read to, an activity he enjoys and frequently asks to do with me. It is evident that he understands 

my asking him to read as my asking him to do something challenging that he does not know how 

to do, as evidenced by his frequent response “But I don’t know how! You do it!” It is evident to 

me that he does not associate written language (text) with the oral language (stories read aloud) 

he enjoys orally. 



 As Freeman and Freeman (2004) explain, children should be encouraged to “explore their 

understanding and use language for making meaning rather than ask[ed] to respond to specific 

questions with formulaic answers” (p. 9). This means that we should encourage children’s 

interaction with and use of language for discovering and creating. Further, we should provide 

children with opportunities to link familiar oral language with written language used for these 

same purposes. Brady’s enthusiasm for the invented spelling activity demonstrates that when he 

sees text-based activities as opportunities for language play and exploration, he embraces them, 

demonstrating his considerably developed letter knowledge and phonemic awareness. However, 

his determination to reach the right answers, as demonstrated by his questions, “What are we 

looking for?” when identifying objects in the book’s pictures and “Do I need a C now?” when 

spelling the word duck,  alludes to a tendency to view language as closed instead of open ended. 

This tendency, unless addressed, will discourage the creation of meaning through language play 

that is all important to development of literacy (Rasinski& Padak, 2001). 

Recommendations 

Research has shown that above all else, experience with reading improves reading 

(Allington, 1977; Gambrell, 2011). Looking forward, I can conclude that the best way to 

encourage Brady’s comfortable transition from being read to into reading is to cultivate his 

intrinsic motivation to read.  

With the help of his engaged parents and future teachers, this type of motivation can be 

promoted in many ways. First, they can help Brady to find value and interest in reading by 

relating materials to his everyday life (Gambrell, 2011). This will involve engaging him in 

conversations about what they are reading, in which they can model and encourage rich language 

and active engagement with books. This kind of social interaction has also been shown to 



increase motivation (Allington, 1977; Gambrell, 2011; Richgels, 2013). During these 

conversations, adult interest and praise will convey another key contributor to intrinsic 

motivation: belief in the importance and value of reading (Gambrell, 2011). In that spirit, it is 

essential that the texts read with Brady are authentic, meaning that they were written primarily to 

inform or entertain instead of to teach. Authenticity will convey to Brady written language’s 

invaluable, unbounded ability to make and convey meaning (Freeman & Freeman, 2004). 

Similarly, texts should appeal directly to Brady’s interests. To motivate him, adult 

reading partners can offer choice in reading materials, simultaneously giving him a sense of 

autonomy and ownership over his reading and increasing the likelihood that he will be interested 

in whatever text he chooses (Ambe, 2007; Gambrell, 2011).  

Reading materials should also be accessible as readers are motivated by success when 

reading challenging texts (Gambrell, 2011). For Brady, who is still in the earliest emergent 

stages of literacy and daunted by doing the task on his own, adults can use a variety of scaffolds 

tomake challenging texts more approachable and reading more successful.  First, reading to 

Brady while he looks at the words will help him cement the link between oral and written 

language (Freeman & Freeman, 2004). Rereading books, especially those whose text is closely 

tied with images, further strengthens the link between speech and print (Freeman & Freeman, 

2004; Richgels, 2013). And finally, finger-point reading will help him understand the bounded 

structure of written language in relation to the fluidity or oral language (Richgels, 2013). 

Ultimately, these strategies will help Brady develop concept of word, aiding his transition to the 

use of written language.  

Finally, above all else, Brady should be encouraged to have fun manipulating written 

language. To do this, adults can use alphabet or rhyming texts that encourage word play. 



Research has shown that invented spelling contributes tremendously to phonemic awareness, one 

of the most accurate predictors of early reading ability, reading comprehension, and spelling 

(Murray, 2012; Richgels, 2013; Rasinski & Padak, 2001). Situating invented spelling practice 

within the context of reading and books will further engage Brady in both reading and writing 

(Richgels, 2013). 

Focus Materials 

To make these theoretical recommendations concrete, I assembled a rich array of reading 

materials designed to simultaneously motivate Brady by appealing to his interests and encourage 

the kind of play with language demonstrated to improve phonemic awareness and graphophonic 

knowledge (Murray, 2012; Rasinski & Padak, 2001). 

 As Brady is not yet reading on his own, I did not prioritize the readability of the texts in 

my selection. And though all of the books selected are intended to be read to Brady by his 

parents, their playful nature also encourages Brady’s active participation in the reading 

process(Freeman & Freeman, 2004).  

Freeman & Freeman’s checklist for characteristics that support reading, which takes into 

account text features and reader interest, served as a basis for selecting materials. I ensured that 

all of the books I selected displayed the five main characteristics of readability: authenticity, 

predictability, text-picture match, interest, and relevancy to reader experience (Freeman & 

Freeman, 2004) 

 The first set of books I chose to include in the focus materials are alphabet books. These 

predictable books “ensure that beginning readers learn the names of letters and begin to associate 

letters with sounds” (Freeman & Freeman, 2004, p 154). They should develop the alphabetic 



principle while simultaneously interesting Brady with themes that match his interests as 

identified during the course of our sessions. 

The second set of books I chose should nurture Brady’s phonemic awareness.  These books, 

which involve rhyming and sound repetition in an authentic narrative fashion, coupled with 

beautiful illustrations, should encourage Brady to play with sounds and consequently develop his 

sensitivity to them (Rasinski & Padak, 2001). 

The final set of books I chose for Brady is designed solely to get him excited and engaged by 

appealing to his interests. Both outside of and during our sessions, Brady has demonstrated a 

burgeoning interest in science and building. When presented with a choice in what to play with 

at his learning center, he consistently chooses to build with Lego blocks. On our walks from the 

center to our sessions, he consistently stops to ask  “How deep is that?” about every puddle and 

hole that we pass. He refuses to move on until I have answered his question, he has asked me to 

explain whatever unit of measurement I chose, and he has dropped multiple found objects – like 

pebbles and leaves – into the hole or puddle.  And finally, when presented with a choice in books 

during our sessions, he consistently opts for Jenna Cole’s science adventure series The Magic 

School Bus. Thus, I chose children’s science picture books about measurement and the water 

cycle to appeal to those interests in a developmentally appropriate manner. 

Finally, I chose to include multimedia sources in my recommended materials to Brady. These 

materials come from the District of Colombia Public Library’s program Bookflix. The website 

includes parings of trade books and nonfiction books on preschool and kindergarten-appropriate 

topics read aloud with captions and set to animated illustrations. As Ambe (2007) explains, 

“integrating trade books, multimedia, graphics, and other resources not only motivates students 



to interact with texts, but it also increases their vocabulary and encourages them to think 

critically about subject matter as they encounter it in different contexts” (p. 636).  

Conclusion 

I am confident that Brady will continue down the path towards becoming a successful reader. 

His curiosity, strong oral vocabulary, and playfulness will complement his developmental 

progression into comfort with written language and independent performance of reading-related 

tasks. It is my hope that the instruction, exposure to books, and recommendations I was able to 

produce as a part of this case study will motivate Brady, increase his confidence while making 

the transition from being read to into reading, and most importantly, help foster a lifelong love of 

reading.  
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Appendix D 

 

Focus Materials for Brady 

 

A. Alphabet books to develop letter and sound knowledge: 

 The Disappearing Alphabet Bookby Richard Wilber, illustrated by David Diaz 

 The Ocean Alphabet Book  by Jerry Pallotta, illustrated by Frank Mazzola 

 I Stink! by Kate McMullan, illustrated by Jim McMullan 

 Old Black Fly, by Jim Aylesworth, illustrated by Stephen Gammell 

 ’A’ Was Once an Apple Pie by Edward Lear and Susie Macdonald  

 

B. Books to encourage word play and sound manipulation: 

 “I can’t” said the ant by Polly Cameron 

 There’s a Wocket in my Pocket by Dr. Seus 

 A Giraffe and a Half by Shell Silverstein 

 

C. Interesting books on science and nature: 

 The Magic School Bus on the Ocean Floor by Jenna Cole, illustrated by Bruce Degen 

 The Magic School Bus Inside the Earth by Jenna Cole, illustrated by Bruce Degen 

 The Magic School Bus and the Waterworks by Jenna Cole, illustrated by Bruce Degen 

 Down Comes the Rain by Franklin M. Branley, illustrated by James Graham Hale 

 How Big is a Foot by Rolf Myller 

 

D. Online fiction and nonfiction books pairings (to watch with the captions on): 

 http://dclibrary.org/kids/videobooks 



 

Independent Reading, Explicit Instruction, and Read Alouds: 

Key Components of Supporting English Learners‟ Reading Development  

 

Philip Krauth  

 

At various times in my teaching career, I have assigned independent reading for my ninth 

and eleventh grade English students, mostly with the objective of getting them to read 

independently and for pleasure. We might visit the library and select a biography, or novel, or a 

text that related to a unit of study. Students were given some class time to read but were also 

required to read at home. Assessment of their reading usually involved a journal response or 

comparison to a core text that we were reading as a class. Students often read their books in class 

but were less likely to read at home, especially if they were required to read a core text as well. 

In the past, most of my focus has been on a core text that the class reads together. I have always 

believed independent reading to be important, but I have never reflected on my rationale for 

assigning it. Since my classes have begun to include a larger number of English Learners (ELs), I 

have begun to reconsider how I teach reading and I have come to the position that secondary 

English language arts (ELA) teachers need to provide more time for reading during class as well 

as more explicit reading instruction.    

In addressing proficient literacy in my ELA classes, I have come to consider more 

effective reading support and access to appropriate reading texts. Students whose reading falls 

far below grade level need essential support to reach proficiency. In research by Collier and 

Thomas (1999) and Cummins (1989), as cited in Drucker (2003), ELs require at least five years 

to catch up to native speakers of English. In a California study, ELs were given only one year of 

intensive language instruction and then mainstreamed into regular classrooms where they were 

given minimal language support. After three years of regular instruction, only 12% of these same 

ELs became English proficient (Parish et al., 2006, as cited in Cummins, 2011). As this evidence 

shows, continual instructional support is critical if teachers expect ELs to gain reading 

proficiency in ELA classes. In this article, I contend that teachers should provide time for 

reading, explicit instruction of reading strategies, and read alouds in order to enhance ELs‟ 

motivation to read and, accordingly, their reading achievement. 

 

What Type of Reading Support can Secondary ELA Teachers Provide ELs? 

 

 As research shows, providing frequent instructional time for students to read authentic 

texts builds reading fluency and comprehension (Drucker, 2003; Fielding & Pearson, 1994; 

Rasinski, 2012). However, we need to consider texts and strategies that will most likely engage 

students in actually reading, not only for course content but also for their own enjoyment. 

Students who enjoy reading demonstrate more significant gains in reading comprehension than 

students who do not enjoy reading (Gambrell, 2011). As ELA teachers, we must reevaluate how 

we build student motivation to read by placing more focus on ancillary texts that engage students 

in their own interests and that can potentially reinforce core texts, not replace them.   



 

 Some motivators to read include students‟ ability to choose texts as well as to find 

relevance in the texts. Beyond interesting and readable books about the content they are 

studying, students should have the ability to “„just read‟ books of their own choosing” (Fisher & 

Ivey, 2006, p. 181). Increasing the number and variety of texts available within the classroom 

can have “a positive effect on the amount and quality of the reading experiences of the students” 

(Gambrell, 2011, p. 179). My own classroom library needs more texts at a variety of reading 

levels. I have discovered that many novels on my bookshelves are above grade level, so I need to 

find more suitable texts that ELs can read without frustration. More importantly, I need to 

acquire more texts that are relevant to students‟ lives. Texts that connect to students‟ cultural 

backgrounds (Drucker, 2003) and that pique their previous knowledge and interests (Ivey & 

Fisher, 2005) are more likely to help them build on what they already know, allowing them to 

learn new information. This approach has the potential to help students overcome background 

knowledge gaps that they encounter when reading core texts.Below are some tips for enhancing 

your classroom library.   

 

Tips for Enhancing Your Classroom Library 

 Select texts that are rooted in a topic that relates to core class texts: 

o For core fiction, consider novels, stories, or biographies that connect to similar 

charactertypes or themes 

o For core nonfiction, consider texts that connect to similar concepts, issues, or 

terminology 

 Consider texts that elicit inquiry, especially titles that capture and relate to students‟ 

interests and backgrounds 

 Ensure that texts reflect social, cultural, and ethnic backgrounds of students 

 Check lexile scores (e.g., www.lexile.com) to ensure that texts are suitable to students‟ 

reading levels 

 Utilize your school librarian to help identify age-appropriate texts within reading levels 

 

Time for Reading 

 Once students discover a meaningful text, it is critical to give them time to read. Fisher 

and Ivey (2006) argue that reading should be “the focal point of instructional time” and that 

students should be provided numerous opportunities to read during class (p. 184). Allowing time 

for reading ensures that students are actually engaged in text reading, and thus, more reading 

increases their comprehension and background knowledge. Fielding and Pearson (1994) stress 

that all reading levels benefit from these reading opportunities, helping to narrow achievement 

gaps. In my own classes, students spend a majority of class time engaged with core texts, but I 

plan to offer silent reading time where students read a text of their choosing, as Fisher and Ivey 

recommend, sostudents have many opportunities for reading. My ultimate aim is that these self-

selected texts give ELs greater access to the content of core texts, especially through character, 

thematic, or structural comparisons.  

http://www.lexile.com/


 

 

Explicit Instruction of Reading Strategies 

Teaching explicit reading strategies, however, should complement and support 

readingtime during instruction. Reading should involve several methods by which students 

engage with the text. Previewing what students will read is especially beneficial to ELs who 

often lack background knowledge and context. Drucker (2003) recommends that ELs benefit 

from hooking their interest to the text, particularly in connecting to a situation or character that is 

familiar to them. This preparation then gives students direction to their reading and indirectly 

leads them to predict outcomes to a text. Krashen (1981) as cited in Drucker defines the 

necessity of creating such “comprehensible input” (p. 24) so that, even though a text‟s reading 

level may be above the student‟s, the student can derive a preconception of a text‟s meanings 

through the teacher‟s conversational prefatory remarks. In this sense ELs, as well as all students, 

benefit from conversational knowledge, which they then can apply to their reading.  Below is a 

list of strategies that teachers can teach ELs. 

 

Strategies for ELs that can be Explicitly Taught Prior to Reading of Text 

 Introduce salient vocabulary, using realia when possible 

 Clarify student misconceptions about key words 

 Utilize art work, film clip, music, or kinesthetic movement to elicit inquiry into the topic 

or theme of a text 

 Use the title and cover to make predictions 

 Administer a true/false questionnaire related to arguable points within the text 

 Read a sample passage from the text and solicit students‟ thoughts or feelings 

 Share an anecdote that captures a relevant problem or conflict in the text 

 

Reading Aloud 

Reading aloud to students offers another strategy to bolster reading proficiency. Students, 

most importantly, get the chance to hear fluent reading. Fisher, Frey, and Williams (2002) 

recommend that teachers read aloud at least five minutes a day to ensure that students are 

exposed to frequent and ongoing models of fluency. Teachers also have the opportunity to build 

context and background as they read, readily helping students understand vocabulary (Brown, 

2008; Drucker, 2003; Fisher et al., 2005). Rasinski et al. (2011) stress the importance of the 

expression in reading, allowing teachers to help students understand how a text is made 

of “syntactically appropriate units” of chunked information rather than just discrete words. More 

specifically, enabling students to recognize prosody—i.e. expression in oral reading—increases 

their ability to acquire inferential meaning from a text, and thus fluency becomes a “link to 

comprehension” (Rasinski, 2012, p. 520). Furthermore, Brown (2008) argues that, through 

reading aloud, teachers have the opportunity to pose questions, help students visualize the text, 

and model clarifying strategies while reading. One such strategy is the use of “gist statements,” 

which get students to summarize the main idea of their reading and then reread the text if 



 

necessary (p. 539).  Such strategies engage students in the direct, authentic process of reading, 

which reinforces their ability to create a bridge between decoding and comprehension (Rasinski, 

2003).  

 

Conclusion 

Time for reading, explicit instruction, and reading aloud to students are key to supporting 

ELs‟ reading proficiency, and as secondary ELA teachers, we need to reconsider our goals and 

objectives in order to meet the needs of the struggling readers who enter our classes. Do we 

provide the necessary tools and access for these students to become proficient readers? In our 

well-intentioned desire to raise standards, do we really meet students‟ needs and provide them 

with achievable benchmarks? I do not believe that we should replace the canon of literature, but 

we should expand the number of entry points to it. By first providing complementary texts that 

engage students at their reading level, we then can build motivation, encouraging students to 

want to know more and eventually to pursue the canon.  Guthrie and Wigfield (2000) as cited in 

Guthrie (2000) emphasize that students who are highly motivated to read become active readers 

who eventually pursue challenging texts: “if a person is intrinsically motivated to read and 

believes she is a capable reader, the person will persist in reading difficult texts and exert effort 

to resolve conflicts and integrate text with prior knowledge” (p. 408).  By not giving students 

time to read, we fail to build essential background knowledge that will eventually excite a 

struggling reader to want to read more and to extend their knowledge (Ivey & Fisher, 

2005).  Access to texts that will excite students and explicit support to instill the tools to read 

more challenging texts—these elements should be the starting point for building proficiency in 

our students.  
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Using Wordless Books to Develop  

Literacy Confidence and Tutor-Student Relationships 

 

Lauren Negrete 

 

“Lauren, do you mind working with Kiara
*
 today?” It was only my third session working 

with an after-school tutoring program that pairs tutors and students to work on improving literacy 

skills, and Kiara would be my third student in as many sessions. Although the program aims to 

pair tutors and tutees consistently, we faced difficulties with students coming regularly, resulting 

in a musical chairs of tutor-tutee pairings. I had come prepared to work with another student, 

who in our last session exhibited struggles with reading and low motivation. Though I had just 

met Kiara, my first impressions were that she was not afraid of reading and seemed excited to be 

participating in the after-school program. I questioned whether my prepared lesson, focused 

around a wordless book, would be beneficial to a clearly motivated and proficient reader. 

 

What are Wordless Books and How Can They be Used? 

 

Before 1960 the number of wordless books published in the United States was seven. By 

the year 2000, the number of wordless books published had skyrocketed to over 1000 titles 

(Dowhower, 1997). There have been many researchers who have advocated the use of wordless 

books for a myriad of reasons (Arif & Hashim, 2008; Cassady, 1998; Crawford & Hade, 2000; 

Dowhower, 1997;Lindauer, 1988; Omotoso & Lamme, 1979).Wordless books are an excellent 

resource for any student, from very young pre-readers to older struggling readers who are 

reading disabled or are learning English as a second language. Motivations for teachers to use 

them are just as varied, including developing vocabulary, improving reading comprehension, and 

developing independent writing (Dowhower, 1997). 

Because these books have little or no text, they offer students with limited reading 

abilities an opportunity to work with a book while avoiding the motivation sucking aspect of 

struggling to recognize the “right” words (Cassady, 1998). In a study that compared strong and 

weak second grade readers, Heath (1990) concluded that wordless books can be motivational for 

struggling readers by offering a risk-free environment for them to interact with books 

successfully (as cited in Dowhower, 1997).Finding success with books is a first step to 

supporting a struggling reader. When beginning readers experience failure and frustration, they 

are no longer motivated to continue trying, pulling them further behind their peers and causing a 

cycle of failure and frustration(Ganske et al., 2003; Peregoy & Boyle, 2013). Offering students a 

wordless book is a promising opportunity for a successful experience with reading. 

 

Using a Wordless Book in My Tutoring Experience 

                                                 
*
Pseudonym 



 

With my struggling reader in mind, I had developed my own wordless book lesson to 

help motivate and engage her in reading. Adapting a wordless book activity suggested by 

Lindauer (1988, as cited in Cassady, 1998), I created a lesson centered around Tomie DePaolo's 

(1979) wordless book, Pancakes for Breakfast. Cassady (1998) describes working with a non-

reading student by having them “read aloud” a wordless book into a tape recorder. The student’s 

narrative was then transcribed and printed so that he could paste his own words into the book. 

The result was an extremely proud student who read his book to anyone who would listen. Using 

this as a model, I thought I had the perfect lesson planned for my struggling reader, but I was 

placed instead with Kiara, a strong reader who did not lack confidence. 

As Cassady (1998) notes, wordless books should not be thought of as “baby books” for 

small children. Wordless books are useful for furthering literacy development at any level. This 

tutoring lesson had the added benefit of being very student-centered, an important factor in 

developing stronger tutor-tutee relationships.  By offering Kiara the chance to share her own 

voice and develop a completed work for herself, we created a bond of trust that grew across our 

subsequent tutoring sessions together. 

The activity also helped build Kiara’s confidence as not only a reader but also a writer. 

She showed no hesitation with creating the story and was able to see just how much she was able 

to produce when the project was completed. The approach was alternative, but the result was still 

an accomplished piece of written work that could be shared with family members and 

classmates. This burgeoning confidence allowed us to tackle other writing activities that Kiara 

might otherwise have avoided. 

Since we only met each week for an hour on Mondays and Wednesdays, this wordless 

book lesson spanned across multiple sessions. On my first day with Kiara, we simply “read" the 

book. Understandably, as a competent reader, Kiara hesitated when I asked her to read Pancakes 

for Breakfast aloud to me. “But there are no words, Miss,” was her reply. I explained to her that 

even though there were no words on the page, we could still read the story by the pictures. With 

this prompting we began to talk about the story, the characters, and what was going on. 

We discussed the feelings of the characters and some of the tools that Mrs. Nana used to 

make her pancakes, like a butter churn. Kiara had never heard of “butter churn”before, but she 

was motivated to ask what the device in the book was called, so she could continue telling the 

story to me using correct vocabulary. Though “butter churn” is by no means a commonplace 

word, the meaningful context that necessitated its use led to a student--initiated vocabulary 

development opportunity (Arif & Hashim, 2008; Helman & Burns (2008). 

During our second session, I used my cell phone to record Kiara’s narration, similar to 

the use of the tape recorder described in Cassady’s (1998) article. Kiara’s eyes lit up when I took 

out the cell phone and explained that we would record her story. The benefits of the recording 

were twofold. First, it allowed me to capture Kiara’s story so that we could continue working 

with it. Second, it showed Kiara that her words were important enough to document and keep. 

After recording Kiara’s story, we had to check it to see how it sounded. This would be our third 

time going over the story Pancakes for Breakfast in fewer than 60 minutes. Though we were still 



 

only working with oral language, the benefits of multiple readings are still applicable. Peregoy 

and Boyle (2013) point out the importance of all language domains in literacy development. By 

practicing oral narration, Kiara and I were practicing composition, a skill applicable to writing. 

And by listening to her story again, we were honing her comprehension skills. 

For our next session, I typed Kiara’s story and printed it out in a double-spaced word 

document. While transcribing her story, I noticed a number of grammatical errors that were 

inconsistent with the “book language” I expected from a storytelling narration. In an attempt to 

impress her with how much language she had produced, I presented the story to Kiara on 4 

double-spaced pages. This printed copy also allowed us to transition into editing her story into 

“book language” and open a dialogue about the differences between spoken language and book 

language while still respecting the linguistic styles that Kiara brought with her (Payne, 2008; 

Wheeler, 2008) before we added the text to the actual book. 

This step did not work out as planned. Initially Kiara was impressed by how much 

writing she had produced orally. However, even though the words were her own, she soon 

became overwhelmed with the amount of unbroken text laid out before her. The editing process 

was also premature and did not account for where Kiara was with her writing development. 

Though Kiara is a strong reader, her writing abilities, and in turn her editing awareness, were not 

advanced enough to take on an entire story. We struggled through the whole hour, and I thought 

our exciting project was in jeopardy of being a de-motivating failure. 

After some further reflection and group discussion with fellow tutors, I decided to give 

Pancakes for Breakfast one more shot, but this time provide more support for Kiara. I began by 

“book languaging” the text in order to demonstrate what I was looking for before asking Kiara to 

produce it on her own. Then, I split the narrative into page-specific sections and cut them into 

strips. To challenge Kiara and stealthily trick her into reading her text carefully, I shuffled the 

strips so that she would have to read them for meaning to put them back in order. When we met 

that afternoon for tutoring, I had her attach each strip to the appropriate page of the book, which I 

had marked with a sticky note. The sticky notes signaled where a strip of text belonged while 

also protecting the book pages if the taped text needed to be removed. 

Even though the story had not been changed, and it was still just as long as the last time 

we were together, this session was more successful. Kiara was excited to be finally putting the 

book together and hardly noticed how much she was actually reading. We were able to finish 

adding the text just before the session ended. I would have liked to have read the book one more 

time after we finished, but we ran out of time. Instead, I told her to take the book home and read 

it to a parent or sibling. I had never seen a smile so big or a student so eager to take a book home 

and read it to her family. It took Kiara two weeks to remember to bring the book back—I suspect 

because she could not stop reading, as she called it, her “very own, original "book. 

 

Tips for using wordless books 

 Choosing the book: Choose a wordless book that contains a narrative, which makes it 

easy for the student to "read" the story out loud to you. 

 Recording your student's narration: Use a cell phone to  record the narrative. It is 



 

readily available, and--as I found--it lends an importance to the activity.  

 Incorporating the writing process: Make sure the student is ready to proofread or edit. 

When I tried to jump into editing too soon, Kiara became overwhelmed and temporarily 

unmotivated. 

 Remembering your audience: One of the most exciting aspects of using a wordless 

book is having a finished product at the end. Don't forget to think about an audience with 

whom you and your student can share his/her new book. 

 

Conclusion 

Though there were rough periods, in the end, this lesson was a huge success. Kiara’s 

reading and writing continued to improve throughout our tutoring sessions, but more importantly 

we had established a strong connection and trust that would see us through more ups and downs 

together. The fact that the lesson was designed to span across multiple sessions helped show 

Kiara that I was committed to her and had planned an activity for us to go beyond one incidental 

session. Though I had not prepared it with Kiara in mind, after our first day I was dedicated to 

seeing this project through and continuing to work with her.  

By using a wordless book, even with a competent reader, the stage was set for success in 

further developing her literacy skills. Kiara became transformed into both a confident reader and 

writer, supported by a trusting tutor-student relationship. The use of wordless books can increase 

the chances of success for any student and are a valuable tool in the toolkit of any teacher or 

tutor. 

 

Lauren Negrete is an ESL teacher at Thomas Jefferson Middle School in Arlington. She recently 

graduated with an M.A.T.--Applied Linguistics from Georgetown University.   
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Dessert or Desert?: An Analysis of Reading Comprehension Skills of an EFL University 

Student 

Lorea Dandoy 

For 15 weeks, I tutored 21-year old Joe [pseudonym] to investigate his reading 

process as well as to help him improve his English reading skills. Joe has been studying 

English for almost a year.  He was born and raised in Japan and is now a full-time college 

student at a Japanese university, who is spending a year learning English at a US 

university. Throughout our tutoring sessions and a number of literacy assessments, I have 

discovered that Joe is considered a struggling reader due to his L1 interference, excessive 

focus of instruction on phonemic awareness, and lack of motivation to both speak and 

read English. Based on the first meeting with him, I recognized that he has had a strong 

formal education in Japanese, but he may not be receiving proper instruction in 

improving his English literacy, as suggested by Freeman & Freeman (2004). This paper 

summarizes a critical activity Joe completed towards the end of our tutoring period and 

its findings and implications.  

Since Juel and Deffes (2004) state the importance of introducing words to 

students through “rich contexts” (p. 30), I wanted to take Joe away from readings that are 

heavy in text and introduce an activity that took advantage of a book that is rich in 

context. I used The Mysteries of Harris Burdick (Van Allsburg, 1996), which contains a 

set of 14 illustrations, each of which has a simple title and caption. The original stories to 

accompany the illustrations are lost; thus, people have been inspired to imagine stories 

that match these mysterious pictures (Van Allsburg, 1996).   



 

 With this introduction in mind, I thought it would be interesting to have Joe look 

at a select few of these pictures and imagine stories or situations on his own. I hoped this 

activity would encourage him to incorporate his prior knowledge, reading ability, and 

inference abilities to understand the images. I believe this is an important step toward 

developing reading comprehension skills, as “reading, writing, and content learning are 

related” (Fisher, Frey, & Williams, 2002, p. 72). I did not ask him to write his responses 

to this particular activity, due to the time-constraint of the session. However, in allowing 

Joe to gather the necessary “contents” by reading a short caption and looking at an image, 

I wanted Joe to infer, imagine, and communicate his “knowledge of the content” (Fisher 

et al., 2002, p. 73) using the English skills he already possessed. 

In preparation, I chose five of the 14 pictures, which I considered thought 

provoking, and I marked each one with a post-it note that included a few questions that 

would prompt his thinking and imagination (See attachments). Though the questions 

varied according to each picture, some of the general questions included, “What is 

happening?" “What will happen next?" “Why is this happening?" and “What does this 

make you think of?” I wanted to have some questions prepared because Joe is not 

outgoing; he often provides monosyllabic responses to questions and needs to be 

prompted, which may be due to his personality rather than English language proficiency. 

On the day that I had Joe complete this activity, I opened the book onto the page with the 

first marked image and before I could even ask him the first question, he had decoded it 

and started looking at the picture while verbalizing what he saw. I had initially planned to 

use the post-it notes as a guide for myself, but once he began decoding them on his own, I 

asked him to decode them out loud and then respond to them. The aim of the activity was 



 

to have him read the short caption to each picture, gain a general idea of the context of 

the „mystery‟ found in each image, and use his knowledge or imagination to 

communicate his inferences back to me, as suggested by researchers (Fisher et al., 2002; 

Miller, 1995).  

Similar to how Richgels (2012) emphasizes the “social-interactive view of 

emergent literacy” (p. 380) through the incorporation of talking, writing, and reading in 

literacy instruction, I hoped this activity with the mystery pictures would work to engage 

and challenge Joe‟s literacy skills through the use of illustrations. Though Richgels‟ 

(2012) Talk, Write, and Read (TWR) method is designed for younger children, part of 

this instruction method asks students to talk about pictures, as this activity can provide 

“insight about their experiences, vocabulary knowledge, and use of syntax” (Richgels, 

2012, p. 384). This was my purpose in having Joe complete the task. In addition, asking 

questions such as the ones I had prepared, and prompting Joe to notice and articulate 

more of what he saw in the pictures, allowed him to open up and realize that he can use 

more of his English in speech than he had previously imagined (Richgels, 2012). The 

questions and his responses to each of the five pictures can be found in Appendix A.  

Joe started out answering the questions with short words and labels, as he would 

respond to “What is happening?” for the picture Under the Rug with “mouse,” “hit…or 

kill?” However, he eventually started to “embed [these] labels in full sentences” 

(Richgels, 2012, p. 384) such as “The mouse is under the rug and the man is trying to 

catch it… but he cannot get it out of the rug.” His responses followed this same pattern 

for some of the other pictures as well. When describing the picture Missing in Venice, he 

first said, “These are apartments. Some are broken,” while pointing to tilting buildings. 



 

He then elaborated on his previous descriptions in one sentence, “There are broken 

apartments because ship is coming.” This similar pattern of elaboration occurred in 

response to the questions for the picture Mr. Linden’s Library, as he explained that “She 

is sleeping and was reading the book” and goes on to say, “This story would be 

bad…because it was „too late.‟” and points to the words too late in the picture‟s caption. 

Joe pointing to the words in the caption signified his understanding of the words too late 

in this particular context, which he reasonably interpreted as having a somewhat ominous 

nature.  

Placing an emphasis on sight word identification and sight word recognition is 

important in developing any struggling reader‟s comprehension abilities (Miller, 1995), 

as this focus allows students to think for themselves and apply their phonemic knowledge 

to the text or passage provided. Therefore, by having him decode and try to make sense 

of a one-sentence caption of an image, I believe I was able to assess Joe‟s sight word 

recognition as well as comprehension when encountering words in contexts. Similar to 

how the contexts of passages or sentences allow students to use semantic cues to help 

identify unknown words (Miller, 1995), I wanted each short caption, as well as the image, 

to work as a form of context for one another. As Miller (1995) states, teachers often use 

this technique by orally providing students with a sentence containing an omitted word 

and asking students to think of a word that would make sense in that context. The 

purpose of the Mystery Book activity was for Joe to similarly fill in the blanks and to try 

to „solve the mysteries.‟ Through activities such as this one, I believe Joe can learn to 

make use of contexts in order to deduce meanings of sentences, passages, or even images 

through “interpretive thinking” (Miller, 1995, p. 296). I hoped that Joe would learn to 



 

take advantage of semantic cues and recognize the importance of context in improving 

his reading level, as “reading is a language-based process that emphasizes 

comprehension” (Miller, 1995, p. 296). Furthermore, I believe this activity effectively 

focused more on depth instead of breadth of reading (Kelley, Lesaux, Kieffer, & Faller, 

2010), as Joe was only required to decode a sentence for each image but was encouraged 

to delve deep into the meaning and implications of each short caption. I believed that Joe 

would absorb more “word information” (Kelley et al., 2010; Miller, 1995, p. 296) if there 

were few words in the presence of visual context. 

Furthermore, learning to make connections between written and oral language has 

been proven to be an essential step in assisting struggling readers and English learners 

(Freeman & Freeman, 2004). Given this notion, it seemed like a significant moment 

when Joe decoded the word desert and asked, “Does this mean dessert or desert?” After I 

informed him that it was indeed desert as in the Sahara Desert, we both looked at the 

image and were extremely confused. The image was of a woman cutting a glowing 

pumpkin next to a roller and bowl, in a room that seemed to be a kitchen. We both 

realized the contradiction of the word desert instead of dessert being used in association 

with a kitchen and decided it may actually be a typo or a twist to the „mystery‟ that no 

one would ever uncover. This moment was significant because it demonstrated Joe‟s 

curiosity about a word and resulted in an interactive learning activity for the both of us 

(Kelley et al., 2010). Also, through his curiosity of the different spellings of dessert and 

desert, I was able to teach him the method I was taught in distinguishing these two 

written words. I explained that most people usually want two desserts, so dessert has two 

s’s. He smiled and nodded while saying, “Aah!” Based on Joe‟s responses and positive 



 

attitude toward this activity, it is clear that Joe is more motivated to be engaged when the 

assessment or activity is more interactive and shared rather than solely focused on testing 

his abilities. Regular exercises and drills have been found to be focused too heavily on 

memorization of language structures and not enough on meaning comprehension and 

“meaningful communication” (Freeman & Freeman, 2004, p. 83). Such assessments that 

do not engage students should not be considered key factors for improving students‟ 

communication or reading skills. Instead, the abilities to comprehend through 

understanding of facts and to make inferences through connections to prior knowledge 

should be seen as the necessary factor in learning to communicate in a new language.   

Through the results of the informal assessments and activities I had Joe complete 

throughout the 15-week study, it is apparent that Joe‟s L1 fluency has helped him 

understand the concept of different sounds representing different meanings. However, it 

seems that Joe‟s official EFL studies are focused more heavily on improving phonemic 

awareness rather than expanding on vocabulary knowledge. Since he is already fluent in 

reading and writing in another language, teachers should be focusing on allowing L2 

learners such as Joe to attend more to the meaning of words and sentences rather than the 

sounds themselves (Freeman & Freeman, 2004). As Freeman & Freeman (2004) would 

recommend, the sociopsycholinguistic view is a better approach than the word 

recognition view for teaching vocabulary, to a learner such as Joe, because the 

sociopsycholinguistic view emphasizes the importance of background knowledge and 

reading. It has been found that “extensive reading is the best way for students to develop 

their vocabulary” (Freeman & Freeman, 2004, p. 199). Students must see and encounter 

words through reading in order to add to their vocabulary knowledge more effectively. 



 

By coming across new vocabulary in different storylines and contexts, they “develop a 

more accurate understanding of its meaning and use” (Freeman & Freeman, 2004, p. 

197). Contexts of stories and narratives can provide students cues for them to evaluate 

possible meanings of vocabulary words (Freeman & Freeman, 2004; Miller, 1995). 

In addition, children as well as struggling readers can learn to develop meaning 

from words and sentences most effectively through having books read to them and 

“sharing” the reading by following on the print or engaging in interactive reading 

activities (Freeman & Freeman, 2004). Therefore, throughout our sessions, I made sure 

that both Joe and I always had a copy of what we were reading and I would sometimes 

read parts of the passage or story and then ask him questions about what we had just read 

to allow him to construct meaning of what he read along with me. By interacting with Joe 

during our activities and committing to a shared form of reading, I believe I was able to 

motivate Joe into wanting to understand the materials and improve his English literacy. 

Through more effective instruction on reading comprehension that emphasizes the 

importance of reading, Joe will be able to improve his English literacy skills and work 

towards becoming a more proficient reader and writer of the English language. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

Exercise with The Mysteries of Harris Burdick (Van Allsburg, 1996) 
 

Under the Rug 

 What is happening? 

o Mouse? 

o The mouse is under the rug and the man is trying to catch it… 

o Or the man is trying to hit…? Kill? 

 How would you feel as the man? 

o I would be angry 

 What will happen next? 

o He will kill it… but he can‟t get it out of the rug 

 

Missing in Venice 

 What is happening? 

o These are apartments. Some are broken (points to tilting building). 

o There are broken apartments because ship is coming 

o What is a canal? 

 

Another Place, Another time 

 What do you see? 

o They are going to the castle. It‟s a family.  

o But clouds are coming so… rain soon? 

 What genre would this story be? 

o Adventure 

 

Mr. Linden’s Library 

 What is happening? 

o She is sleeping. She was reading the book.  

o This story would be bad… because it was “too late” (points to the words 

in caption) 

 What might happen next? 

o The leaves… it‟ll grow up and cover her.  

 

Just Desert 

 Desert as in dessert or desert? – (Told him about the spelling trick) 

 What is happening? 

o She is cooking or she is making the pumpkin for Halloween? 

o She is not happy, not sad, but scared.  

o Maybe she is a witch? 

 



Lorea Dandoy
UNDER THE RUG

"Two weeks passed and it happened again."

Lorea Dandoy
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MISSING IN VENICE

"Even with her mighty engines in reverse, the ocean liner was pulled further an dfurther into the canal."

Lorea Dandoy
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ANOTHER PLACE, ANOTHER TIME

"If there was an answer, he'd find it there."
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MR. LINDEN'S LIBRARY

"He had warned her about the book. 
Now it was too late."

Lorea Dandoy
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JUST DESERT

"She lowered the knife and it grew even brighter."

Lorea Dandoy
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Bringing Theory to Practice: Lessons Learned from an After School Intervention Program 

Joanna A. Newton and Andrea Monroy 

“Today I learned how to make a movie in my mind. I like visualizing.” 

“Today I learned that you can ask questions to better understand the book more.” 

“Today I learned that you will not always find the answer to an inference.”  

 

“Today my favorite part of the lesson was the box method. Example 54x54=2,916. That’s 

a square number and I did 17x16, 15x14, 18x13, and 14x12 and I got all of them right 

this was eays [easy] for me. It was really fun.”   

      Student self-reflections, GWES Elementary 

 

These are just some of the daily reflections made by third, fourth, fifth and sixth graders 

in an after school reading and math intervention program at a large public elementary school in 

the northeastern United States.  Over one third of the general education student population at this 

school does not meet grade level benchmark assessments in both reading and math. To meet the 

needs of students who require extra academic support, the school’s reading and math specialists 

partnered in the design and implementation of a research-based intervention program during the 

2013-14 academic year.  

 George Washington Elementary (GWES)is a Title 1 public school which serves a 

demographically and linguistically diverse student population from pre-school through grade six. 

Approximately 60% of the students at GWES receive free and/or reduced lunch.  Moreover, the 

mobility rate at GWES is three times higher than the district’s average.  The high transient rate 

presents a challenge to creating and sustaining extra-curricular programs and activities.  For 

several years, GWES has been running an after school intervention program.  

Historically, the focus and organization of the after school intervention program at 

GWES has varied in accordance with the goals and objectives of those who organize it.  Previous 

areas of focus have included test preparation, general reading skills and computation and mastery 

of basic math skills.  Last year we decided to develop and implement what we hoped would be 



an effective instructional framework for the after school program. We began by analyzing 

current research on effective intervention programs to identify which recommendations might be 

the best fit for our setting.  During this year-long process, we discovered the powerful impact of 

a few research-based interventions that can support struggling students in both reading and math. 

The purpose of this article is to share the program we designed, the insights we gained and the 

lessons we learned.  We will begin with a brief overview of the program followed by a 

discussion of the program’s impact on faculty and students. 

Program Overview  

The overall goal and design of our program was based on what we identified as three 

fundamental principles of effective intervention for both reading and math (Allington, 2009, 

2010, 2012; Clark & Graves, 2005; Fountas & Pinnell, 2009; Moore & Whitfield, 2009; Walker-

Dalhouse, Risko, Esworthy, Grasley, Kaisler, McIlvan & Stephan, 2009). First, we determined that 

instruction must be carefully targeted to each student’s needs (Allington, 2010, 2012; Walker-

Dalhouse et al., 2009). Second, the instructional framework should follow the Gradual Release of 

Responsibility model (Pearson & Gallagher, 1983) in which the goal of teacher direction is 

student independence. To that end, students need frequent modeling of pertinent skills and ample 

time to practice them (Clark & Graves, 2005; Fountas & Pinnell, 2009; Pearson & Gallagher, 

1983).  Third, student progress must be closely and consistently monitored through formal and 

informal methods that involved both the teachers and students (Moore & Whitfield, 2009). While 

the body of research on intervention is extensive and offers a myriad of guidelines (Allington, 

2009; Mesmer & Mesmer, 2008; Woodward & Talbert-Johnson, 2009), we narrowed our focus 

to these three principles because they matched the needs of GWES students in both content areas 

and were manageable within the constraints of the program (i.e., budget, timeframe).  



 

Principle 1: Targeted Instructional Focus 

Research on effective intervention programs maintains that intervention must be intensive 

(Perez-Johnson & Maynard, 2007) and differentiated according to the needs of students who 

struggle (Allington, 2010, 2012; Walker-Dalhouse et al.,, 2009).  To meet this goal, we created a 

student selection process in which classroom teachers decided which students should be chosen 

for participation in the program. This was a shift from earlier GWES after school programs in 

which participation was based largely on results of state and district standardized assessments. 

Yet the scholars we read frequently noted that scores alone do not provide sufficient 

evidence about students’ needs because the needs of students who struggle are diverse and 

complex (Valencia & Riddle-Buly, 2004).  For this reason, we asked classroom teachers to 

identify students for the program based on what they knew of their learning needs. To assist 

them in the referral process we included a check-list for teachers to use (see Appendix A). Also, 

in order to maintain a low student-teacher ratio, referrals were limited to five students per 

classroom teacher. Furthermore, because intervention was based solely on students’ needs, the 

instructional groups were composed of students from different grade levels.  

Principle 2: Instructional Framework  

In our research we found most scholars agreed that any intervention must include explicit 

instruction in students’ areas of need followed by guided practice and opportunities for 

independent application of skills (Allington, 2010; 2012; Clark & Graves, 2005; Fountas & 

Pinnell, 2009). With this in mind, all of the program instructors were given outlines that 

delineated how time was to be allocated during the hour-long instructional block. Instructional 



routines for both reading and math included a combination of direct teacher instruction, guided 

and independent practice and student metacognitive reflection.  

Instructional Routine in the Reading Blocks. 

Research on intervention for readers who struggle suggests that strategy instruction and 

time with text are essential to student progress (Allington, 2010; 2012). For this reason, the 

instructional routine in the reading blocks included a focus on strategy instruction followed by 

time for student application of skills through independent reading of authentic texts.   

Although unique instructional goals resulted in minor variations of routine among the 

four reading groups, each group adhered to the Gradual Release model (Pearson & Gallagher, 

1983).The instructional routines in both the literal and higher order comprehension blocks 

included teachers using a think-aloud to model an identified comprehension strategy (Harvey & 

Goudvis, 2007)  The groups in which students worked on decoding strategies began with direct 

instruction through the identification and exploration of letter patterns and word families in 

shared reading of poetry. In the oral reading fluency group direct instruction involved teacher 

modeling of expressive reading of a poem.   

After approximately fifteen minutes of explicit instruction, students in each of the four 

groups were given fifteen minutes for guided practice. In the comprehension groups, this meant 

working in pairs to practice using the strategy modeled; in the decoding group, students worked 

with partners to explore word families and word patterns through a variety of activities including 

word sorts and word games. Those students working on oral reading fluency were given time to 

practice reading a poem to and with a partner. Guided practice was followed by at least twenty 

minutes of independent practice during which students used the strategies they had learned that 

day. In addition, teachers were encouraged to read aloud to the students in each lesson.  



Each lesson in all four of the reading blocks culminated with a ten minute reflection in 

which students self-assessed their learning for the day. This occurred through a written 

reflection. Students were given the option of completing a free-write or sentence frame to reflect 

on new learning and/or challenges they faced that day (see Appendices B and C). These 

reflections were then submitted to teachers as exit slips at the close of each lesson.  

Instructional materials in the reading block.  

 All teachers were also provided with published resources to support their instruction. The 

oral reading decoding groups used Building Vocabulary Foundations, Level 1 (Rasinski, Padak, 

Newton & Newton, 2009); the oral reading fluency group used Fluency First, Level 1 (Rasinski 

& Padak, 2005); the literal comprehension group used The Primary Comprehension Toolkit 

(Harvey & Goudvis, 2008) and; the higher order comprehension group used The Comprehension 

Toolkit, (Harvey & Goudvis, 2005). We chose these particular materials because they presented 

engaging and authentic student texts using the Gradual Release model as an instructional 

framework (Pearson & Gallagher, 1983). In addition, these resources provided an instructional 

scaffold but also allowed for teachers to make decisions and modify practice accordingly.  

Instructional Routine in the Math Blocks. 

The National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) Content Standard Goals for 

Numbers and Operations (2014) maintain that instructional programs must enable students to 

understand numbers, including different ways to represent numbers, the relationships among 

number systems, the meanings of operations and how they relate to one another.   Students must 

also be able to compute fluently and make reasonable estimations. Research on math intervention 

suggests that ten minutes of instruction be devoted to building fluency with basic arithmetic facts 

(Gersten et al., 2009).  Moreover, in order for students to compute efficiently and build 



mathematical reasoning, they need daily opportunities to explore number relationships which 

they can use to support computation strategies (Parrish, 2010).  One way to develop students’ 

mathematical reasoning skills is to include daily “number talks" in which students share the 

cognitive strategies they used when solving purposeful computation problems (Parrish). For this 

reason, the instructional routine in every math block included a number talk at the beginning of 

each session.   

Each number talk was followed by a targeted focus lesson which either modeled an 

approach or presented a problem-solving task. Focus lessons were followed by opportunities for 

students to practice skills by playing math games.  At the conclusion of each session, students 

were given ten minutes to complete one of the same written reflections used in the reading block 

(see Appendices B and C).   

Instructional materials in the math block.  

As in the reading block, published resources in math were carefully selected because they 

provided engaging tasks that were compatible with the Gradual Release instructional framework 

(Pearson & Gallagher, 1983).  For the addition and subtraction whole numbers primary group, 

the teacher used tasks, word problems and instructional games from  Investigations in Number, 

Data, and Space, Grade 1 (Russell et al., 2008); the number sense whole numbers group used Do 

the Math Addition and Subtraction Number Core (Burns, 2008).Instructors in the addition and 

subtraction whole numbers upper group used Do the Math Addition and Subtraction, Level B 

(Burns, 2008); the multiplication and division of whole numbers group used Do the Math 

Multiplication, Level B (Burns, 2008).Instructors for the number sense fractions group used 

resources from a summer school curriculum that focused on using equal sharing problems as 

well as Do the Math Fractions, Level B (Burns, 2008). 



Principle 3: Monitoring Student Progress 

The research on effective intervention frequently cites the importance of monitoring of 

student progress through a variety of formal and informal assessments (Allington, 2010; Moore 

& Whitfield, 2009). Moore and Whitfield recommend that student progress be formally 

monitored at least once every two weeks so that teachers can modify instruction according to 

students’ needs.  Moreover, scholars agree that providing time for students to reflect on and 

evaluate their own learning is particularly beneficial for those who struggle (McTigue, Washburn 

& Liew, 2009; Zimmerman, Bandura & Martinez-Pons, 1992). 

With this in mind, we included student self-assessment and reflection as a regular part of 

the instructional routine. The use of self-assessment and reflection gave students the opportunity 

to analyze and reflect on their own growth. Many teachers commented that this approach not 

only helped them learn about the needs of their students but also helped their students understand 

how to set learning goals and then evaluate their own progress towards meeting those goals.  

The use of student self-assessment was a significant change in the GWES intervention 

program.  Before this, most of the data teachers collected and analyzed during after school 

intervention programs consisted of summative, multiple choice assessments.   We believe that 

exclusive use of such quantitative assessments do not provide sufficient individual evidence 

about students’ strengths and needs (Valencia & Riddle-Buly, 2004). Since our program was 

based on delivering instruction targeted to specific needs, we felt the use of multiple forms of 

assessment was especially critical.  To ensure effective progress monitoring, then, we drew on a 

range of assessments, including some multiple choice quizzes, self-assessments and daily written 

reflections of learning. This combination of data sources provided teachers with a comprehensive 

view of students’ progress throughout the program.  



Lessons Learned 

Over the course of 13 weeks, 117 students participated in our program. As noted earlier, 

]we used a variety  of assessments,  as well as  ongoing self- reflections, to monitor students’ 

progress (see Appendix D).  When the program ended, we analyzed pre- and post-intervention 

tests to determine whether gains had been made.  The pre- and post- assessments used across 

instructional groups differed according to instructional focus.  For example, each reading and 

math group used a pre- and post- test that was unique to that group.  

For reading, teachers used diagnostic pre-and post-tests to measure students’ mastery of 

word families in the decoding groups and fluency rubrics to measure progress in the fluency 

groups. Teachers in the comprehension groups asked students to complete meta-cognitive self-

assessments at the beginning and end of the intervention; these served as the pre-and post-tests 

for the comprehension groups. For math, teachers used assessments with open-ended questions 

in which students were asked to solve problems of varying complexity, including basic 

computation problems and multi-step word problems.  These assessments served as pre- and 

post-tests in the math groups.  

To determine overall student progress for each group, we compared students’ 

performances on pre-tests with their performances on post-tests. We then tallied the total number 

of students who demonstrated growth in their targeted area of need.  This comparison was 

relatively simple with the quantitative measures, such as the diagnostic test of word families and 

math assessments. To measure student progress in the comprehension groups, we compared 

students’ pre-and post-intervention responses on the meta-cognitive self-assessment.   To 

determine the impact of the program on overall student progress we then calculated the 



percentage of students who demonstrated some growth on either a quantitative assessment (i.e., 

math assessment) or a qualitative assessment (i.e., meta-cognitive self-assessment).   

Happily, 94% of students who had participated in the program made gains in their 

targeted area of need. While all the gains were worthy of celebration, some students 

demonstrated dramatic growth. For example, one student in a decoding group demonstrated an 

increase of 80 percentage points in knowledge of word families on the comparison of his pre- 

and post-tests. Similarly, another student in a math group improved by 57 percentage points on 

her pre- and post- assessments. 

Our redesigned program was clearly successful in advancing students’ academic skills, 

but we also wanted to know what the experience was like for teachers who had participated in 

the program. To learn about their perceptions of the program, we asked teachers who had 

participated to share what they perceived as strengths and challenges. Those reflections, coupled 

with our own observations, reveal several insights that emerged across the two content areas. 

The majority agreed that one of the program’s greatest strengths was the time and 

opportunity it gave teachers to deepen their own instructional practice. Two strategies that 

emerged frequently in teachers’ comments were the use of read alouds in reading and number 

talks in math. Specifically, teachers noted that student engagement increased when these 

strategies were used.  Interestingly, many teachers commented that they appreciated the 

instructional framework of the program because it enabled them to reintroduce the use of regular 

read alouds and implement daily number talks; many teachers remarked that unfortunately these 

important practices have been limited during the regular course of instruction because of time 

constraints of testing and curricular pacing.   



The instructional framework of the after school program also enabled the introduction of 

some effective research-based practices that were new to the culture of the school. As a result of 

implementing a variety of assessment strategies, for example, teachers were able to understand 

the value of targeting instructional interventions to students’ needs and the value of student self- 

reflections to monitor progress. For some time, we had been urging teachers to incorporate 

student reflection into their instructional routines.  Perhaps because of the focus on external 

sources of data and evaluation of student progress, our efforts met with little success.  The 

redesigned program provided space and time for teachers to experiment with the use of student 

reflections in an environment that was relatively safe and low-stakes. Many of the teachers 

observed that the use of students’ self-reflections helped them to monitor their progress and 

modify instruction as needed.  

Some teachers remarked that at the start of the program their students were 

uncomfortable completing self-reflections. They commented that many students wrote generic 

responses such as, “I had fun,” that indicated a lack of clarity about the purpose of self- 

reflection. Sometimes students wrote that they had understood a concept when performance in 

class indicated a misconception.  Fortunately, teachers who noted this trend took ownership of 

the process by modeling how to write reflections and even modifying reflection templates as 

needed to meet the needs of their students. Several teachers have since remarked that they want 

to incorporate student reflection into their regular instructional routine.  

Grouping students according to teacher knowledge and area of need was also a cultural 

shift in the approach to intervention at GWES.  At the end of the program, several teachers 

commented that the grouping of students in this way enabled more purposeful instruction.  They 

also noted that students appeared to enjoy working with classmates in different grade levels. 



Surprisingly, only one teacher felt that the use of mixed grade level groups was not beneficial; all 

other teachers commented that the focus on students’ instructional need outweighed any social 

pressures that might have emerged from grouping students across grade and age levels. In fact, 

several teachers noted that the older students often enjoyed “tutoring” the younger ones in the 

groups.  

Many teachers also noted that the skills students had practiced in the after school program 

transferred easily into the general classroom setting. Teachers noted improvements in students’ 

confidence levels and increased participation in classroom discussions. This was particularly 

evident for students receiving math interventions. Teachers noted, for example, that students in 

the after school program shared approaches to problem solving that they had learned in the 

program with their classroom peers. This is particularly noteworthy because these students had 

always been reluctant mathematicians. 

Challenges 

 The GWES after school program resulted in improved achievement for almost all of the 

students who participated.  It also resulted in an increased awareness of research-based 

instructional practices for their instructors. There were, however, some limitations that impeded 

the success of the program. Among them were time constraints and too few opportunities for 

teacher professional development.  

It is a well-established fact that students who struggle in reading and math need time 

daily devoted to instruction and practice in their area of need (Allington 2010; 2012). 

Specifically, many researchers recommend that struggling students in the primary grades receive 

at least 30 minutes of  intervention each day (Mathes, Denton, Fletcher, Anthony, Francis & 



Schatschneider, 2005; Pinnell, Lyons, DeFord, Bryk & Seltzer, 1994; Torgeson, 2002);  older 

students who struggle may need even more time devoted to intervention (Allington, 2009).     

Unfortunately, the budget for our program was limited to 26 hours of intervention. 

Students and teachers met for two one hour sessions every week for a total of 13 weeks. Because 

the time allotted for intervention was far less than that recommended by scholars (Allington 

2009; Mathes et al., 2005; Pinnell, Lyons, DeFord, Bryk & Seltzer, 1994; Torgeson, 2002), it 

was imperative that the time we did have was dedicated to high quality, intensive and targeted 

instruction. The instructional routine and resources helped to ensure that instructional time was 

maximized, but we believe  more instructional time was needed to truly match the research-

based recommendation of at least 30 minutes of instruction daily (Mathes et al., 2005; Pinnell et 

al., 2002). 

 Furthermore, effective intervention must be delivered by expert teachers, ideally those 

who specialize in reading and/or math (Allington, 2010; Gersten et al., 2009). Personnel and 

budget constraints made it impossible to staff the program with content specialists. To 

compensate for this, we developed several instructional supports. In addition to providing 

teachers with an instructional framework, outline and materials, we also planned two 

professional development sessions. During those sessions, program instructors were to plan for 

and/or troubleshoot instruction in their content area. Because of weather related school 

cancellations, we only held the initial professional development session at the launch of the 

program. Unfortunately, we were not able to meet with the teachers as a group again throughout 

the duration of the program. Since our approach and some of the practices were new for the 

teachers, additional opportunities to scaffold their expertise through professional development 

may have resulted in better implementation.  



Effective implementation of the instructional routine was problematic in at least two of 

the classrooms. Although we observed and intervened in classrooms by modeling or co-teaching 

our effectiveness was limited. We attribute this limitation in part to the lack of administrative 

authority in our role as specialists. It is worth noting that the teachers with whom we were able to 

impact a shift in instructional practice were those with whom we had working, trusting 

relationships that preceded the after school intervention program.  

Next Steps 

 As reading and math specialists we were energized by both the student and teacher 

learning that resulted from the after school intervention program. One of the most gratifying 

results for us was the teachers’ interest in extending the use of targeted instruction and student 

reflections into their general classroom practice. For some time we had been urging teachers to 

implement these student-centered principles of instruction but had found that the daily pressures 

of teaching and testing were limiting teachers in their ability to incorporate these practices. The 

redesigned intervention program provided the needed time and space for teachers to try out new 

routines and instructional strategies. The positive results they had led teachers to embrace these 

approaches in ways that exceeded our expectations.  

For our next steps we hope to continue building momentum through school-wide 

professional development about the effectiveness of student reflection in all content areas, 

number talks in math and read aloud in reading.  Moreover, we now have a core group of 

teachers who can support our efforts by serving as building-wide experts in the use of these 

practices. In fact, we plan to ask teachers who participated in the after school intervention 

program to lead their peers in the use of these approaches. This will include assuming leadership 

roles in professional development sessions by sharing their experiences and modeling the use of 



effective practices. In this way we hope to build teacher capacity and expertise with these 

instructional routines and also honor teachers themselves as learners and leaders.  

We also intend to advocate for greater use of teacher knowledge and student reflections 

as data sources. As noted earlier, the culture at GWES emphasizes external measures of student 

progress, most frequently in the form of state and district standardized assessments. While these 

assessments do offer valuable information about student learning and instructional trends, they 

only provide one glimpse into student progress. Moreover, these assessments are administered 

quarterly or at the completion of instructional units; as such they do not provide information that 

teachers can use to modify ongoing instruction.  The overwhelmingly positive results of the 

redesigned intervention program are evidence that the incorporation of multiple measures of 

student progress in the form of formative assessment-including the use of student self-

reflections-allowed for timely and consistent monitoring of student performance.  

Conclusion 

We learned several important lessons as a result of our work together developing, 

organizing and implementing this program. First, we learned about the value of following 

research-based recommendations.  Second, we saw the impact that targeted instruction can have 

on struggling learners and the power of giving students voice in reflecting on their own learning. 

Third, we understood the critical need to provide teachers with support, space and time to grow 

in their professional practice.  Our own learning, however, is happily overshadowed by that of 

the students. Here is what they had to say:  

“Now I am excited to read!” (fourth grader) 

“Today I learned that 12/16 is equal to 6/8. Also, ⅛ is less then [sic] ⅓. I though [sic]⅛ 

was greater.” (fifth grader) 

“[Reading] gives you imagination and wonder.”(sixth grader) 
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Appendix A 

Student Selection Checklist 
 

Dear Teachers,                                                                                                                             

Attached is a description of how to select students for the after school program. This protocol is 

to help guide you as you think about your students and who you feel would benefit from extra 

support in reading or math.  If you have students that would benefit from extra support in both 

math and reading, it is necessary that you only choose one content area for them to receive 

support in during this program.  Please choose 3-5 students in your class to invite to the 

program.  Use this form for each student you recommend. 

A.  Work habits 
•Student has good attendance and can commit to attending all or most after school sessions 

•Student is predicted to be able to attend to work after school 

•Student is motivated to learn 

•Students who are able to work with a variety of peers 

•Student is successful in a small group setting 

B.  Targeted Areas of Math 
Which area of focus is the most important for your student?  Check one area.  If you are 

struggling with more than one area, then please rank them with one being most important.  

_______ Number Sense (whole numbers) - Students are struggling with counting, seeing 

patterns and relationships among numbers.  Students need more opportunities to work with 

landmark numbers, determine reasonableness of their answers, estimation, decomposing 

numbers and reasoning strategies with addition and subtraction. 

_______Number Sense (fractions) - Students are struggling with understanding the part to 

whole relationship of fractions and comparing fractions.   They need more exposure to the 

different representations of fractions, using landmark numbers, determining reasonableness of 

their answers, estimation, and decomposing numbers. 

_______Computation of whole numbers addition & subtraction – Students would benefit 

from more work with computation with both word problems and non-word problems. 

_______Computation of whole numbers multiplication & division - Students would benefit 

from more work with computation with both word problems and non-word problems. 

_______Computation of rational numbers addition & subtraction - Students would benefit 

from more work with computation with both word problems and non-word problems. 

_______Computation of rational numbers multiplication & division - Students would benefit 

from more work with computation with both word problems and non-word problems. 

OR 

(Remember to only choose math or reading, not both.) 

 

C.  Targeted Areas of Reading 
Which area of focus is the most important for your student?  Check one area.  If you are 

struggling with more than one area, then please rank them with one being most important.  

_______ Comprehension (Literal) – Student struggles to retell what was read, has difficulty 



answering literal interpretation questions, struggles to locate information within texts, has 

difficulty asking and answering simple (“right there”) questions, makes superficial 

connections to and between texts read, student needs to learn to recognize text structures 

_______Comprehension (Higher Order)- Student struggles to infer deeper meaning from 

texts read, struggles to draw conclusions and/or identify themes within texts, has difficulty 

asking and answering  interpretative questions (those not found within texts), struggles to 

make reflective text to text and text to world connections, has difficulty recognizing texts 

structures 

_______Oral reading (Decoding and accuracy)-Student lacks word analysis strategies 

and/or over-relies on one or two decoding strategies when reading, student often loses 

meaning of text because s/he is overly focused on decoding words, oral reading is often slow 

and laborious 

_______Oral reading (Fluency-prosody/expression)-Student’s oral reading is monotonous, 

slow and choppy with awkward phrasing, oral reading often does not indicate an 

understanding of what is being read 

_______Vocabulary (receptive and expressive)-Student’s reading comprehension and 

writing is hindered by limited vocabulary and concept knowledge, student appears to have 

limited background knowledge and/or is uncertain about how to use background knowledge to 

facilitate comprehension, student would benefit from opportunities to build oral language 

through conversation with others, student needs to learn strategies for determining the 

meanings of unknown words independently 

Additional comments about this student: 

The goal of the after school program is to work with students in a targeted area in either reading 

or math.  These can be students who need a little push and/or who are simply struggling in these 

areas.  

Please return this form through email or office mailbox.  Please include the students’ name, your 

name, and grade level.  I will then provide invitation letters to these students to take home to 

their parents. 

___________________________     ____________________________  ____________ 

Student Name                                               Teacher Name                                               Grade 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix B 

Student Reflection Sheet  

 
Write about your thinking today.  
____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix C 
 

Student Reflection Sheet 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix D 

Assessments  

All pre- and post-assessments in the program came from the following published resources.  

Burns, M. (2008).Do the math: Addition and subtraction, level B. New York, NY: Scholastic. 

Burns, M. (2008).Do the math: Fractions, level B. New York, NY: Scholastic. 

Burns, M. (2008).Do the math: Multiplication, level B. New York, NY: Scholastic. 

Burns, M. (2008).Do the math: Number core module. New York, NY: Scholastic. 

Kelley, M.J. & Clausen-Grace, N. (2007).Comprehension shouldn’t be silent: From strategy 

instruction to student independence. Newark, DE: International Reading Association.  

Rasinski, T., Padak, N., Newton, R. & Newton, E. (2009).Building vocabulary from word roots, 

level 1. Huntington Beach, CA: Teacher Created Materials.  

Rasinski, T. & Padak, N. (2005).Fluency first: Grade 1. Chicago, IL: Wright Group/McGraw-

Hill. 

 

Read Alouds Used in the After School Intervention Program 

 

 Cheyenne Again by Eve Bunting 

 How Many Days to America by Eve Bunting 

 The Great Kapok Tree by Lynne Cherry 

 The Art Lesson by Tomie DePaola 

 Antarctica by Helen Cowcher 

 Patches Lost and Found by Steven Kroll 

 The Top of the World: Climbing Mount Everest by Steven Jenkins 

 The Mary Celeste: An Unsolved Mystery from History by Jane Yolen 

 Lightning by Stephen Kramer 

 Biggest, Strongest, Fastest by Steven Jenkins 

 The Story of Ruby Bridges by Robert Coles 

 Insects by Robin Bernard 

 Tornado by Catherine Chambers 



Scaffolding Formative Assessments of Reading for ELLs 

Lorraine Valdez Pierce 

 Assessing the reading comprehension of English language learners (ELLs) or other 

struggling readers calls for using the same types of scaffolding used in instruction.  Just think of 

the many ways you scaffold instruction for your students, and you have begun to identify ways 

in which you can also scaffold formative assessments of reading.  For example, do you provide 

your students with graphic organizers, such as semantic webs, to help them learn the 

relationships between ideas in the text?  You can use these same graphic organizers for formative 

assessment.  This article clarifies critical aspects of formative assessment, outlines why 

scaffolding is critical for ELLs, and proposes several ways to find out what ELLs have 

understood from what they read without making them do a whole lot of writing. 

Formative Assessment 

 Many commercially-made tests and other assessments are called formative assessment, 

and yet they do not reflect characteristics of formative assessment.  Formative assessment is 

ungraded and used to adjust instruction with the intention of  promoting better student learning 

(Popham, 2006).  This means information is provided to both student and teacher in time to make 

adjustments for learning, rather than at the end of a book chapter or instructional unit.  Popham 

suggests differentiating between “learning-focused” and “grading-focused” assessments and 

letting students know which type they are participating in.  For many teachers and their students, 

using ungraded assessments will require a shift in expectations as to how assessments are used. 

 In my graduate assessment class, I provide what I call “free feedback” on drafts of work 

submitted by in-service and pre-service teachers.  This feedback consists of detailed written 

comments on what the teacher has done well in her paper or presentation and what she needs to 

do better.  The feedback is not graded, usually provided in a timely fashion, and used to give me 

information on what teachers are understanding and what I need to teach differently.  For 

example, I may need to demonstrate how to create a data table of PreK-12 student information or 

I may want to pose questions for clarification of meaning.  I use this information to go back and 

teach skills or provide information that teachers show me they do not yet have.  Teachers 

welcome the feedback provided in real time so that they can go back and revise their work.  Most 

teachers submit at least two drafts to me for free feedback before turning in their work for a 

grade.   

 Formative assessment can be either formal (e.g., paper/pencil) or informal (e.g., 

observation checklist), is conducted in the classroom, and is created by a teacher or team of 

teachers.  It actively involves students in reflection and self-assessment and helps students make 

better decisions about how to learn or what they need to learn.  In my work with PreK-12 teacher 

interns (formerly called student teachers), I require each intern to develop a formative assessment 

project to use with their ESL students, including a self-assessment tool.  Interns scaffold each 



assessment so that their students can show what they know even with their currently emerging 

language skills.   

Validity 

 Scaffolding formative assessments for ELLs can increase the validity of your results.  

Why?  Are you testing how well they can read or how well they can write?  Are you 

unknowingly testing how well they can follow written directions?  By reducing the language 

load and by limiting the assessment to an oral response or another option that involves a reduced 

amount of writing, you are increasing the chances that you are actually assessing reading 

comprehension rather than something else.  Validity refers to the accuracy of the inferences you 

make about any student’s learning.  If your assessment results are not accurately telling you what 

students know and can do, you won’t be able to move their learning forward. 

Scaffolded vs. Leveled Texts 

 A key argument for providing scaffolding is that by using authentic texts with 

scaffolding, teachers allow the learners to stretch their reading capacities (Fisher & Frey, 2014).  

In the field of second language acquisition research, we call this the i + 1 level of language 

input; the written text goes one level beyond the learner’s current reading level  (Krashen, 1977).  

This is similar to teaching with Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development in mind.  Typically, 

this type of input is provided to ELLs by making written texts digestible in the form of 

comprehensible input.  When a text is not comprehensible, it is at the frustrational level of 

reading.  On the other hand, leveled texts that have been simplified to the students’ current 

reading level may actually reduce contextual and linguistic clues to meaning.  In addition, a 

number of factors will affect the reading level of any ELL, including prior knowledge and 

experience on the topic, cultural knowledge, vocabulary, and text structure.  Given these 

variables, using readability formulas to level texts for ELLs seems simplistic.  

Scaffolding Formative Assessments 

 Formative assessments of reading can be scaffolded in many ways to provide 

comprehensible input for ELLs.  These ways can include:  using collaborative learning, reducing 

the language load of directions or responses to reading, and using visuals and graphics.  Do you 

recognize these as elements of your instruction?  Think of also using them for assessment of 

reading. 

 Collaborative learning can provide peer input, as well as valuable processing and 

application time for ELLs to negotiate the meaning of what they read.  Formative assessments 

can be used to monitor student learning and provide feedback on how students function during 

think-alouds, literature discussion circles, skits, and other types of partner and team learning.  No 

written test is necessary.  Instead, using a checklist or list of desired behaviors, teachers can 



record how each student is comprehending what he reads.  The focus in on reading 

comprehension rather than on oral or written language use. 

 Another way to scaffold formative assessments is to reduce the complexity of oral and 

written directions.  This can range from using less language to using language that is free of 

idiomatic expressions.  ESL teachers I’ve observed manage to use shorter and fewer sentences, 

simplified syntax, and fewer words to give directions.  Writing key words on the board while 

giving instructions can reinforce oral directions.  Similarly, allowing readers to demonstrate 

reading comprehension through oral responses or by limiting the length and complexity of 

written responses allows them to show what they know or have learned.  For formative 

assessment, you can use a simple rating scale to measure comprehension through their oral 

responses. Or instead of asking students to write a paragraph or an essay on what they have read, 

you can have them list the main ideas or fill in an outline of the text and count the number of 

correct answers.  

 ESL teachers’ favorite way to provide comprehensible input is to use visuals and 

graphics, because these provide little to no language and can still serve to determine reading 

comprehension. Picture or photo prompts from a text, a chart or table for students to fill in after 

reading, or pictorial responses can allow students to show what they know without requiring 

reading and writing that is beyond their current level.  In science, for example, teachers can 

provide a table or data chart comparing the qualities of plants or planets and ask students to fill in 

what they have learned – not from memory, but by going back to do some purposeful reading 

from the text, what the Common Core standards call close reading.  Semantic webs used for 

instruction can also be used for assessment – by providing only key words and having students 

fill in the rest.  By providing feedback on their written or pictorial responses and keeping a 

record of their comprehension, teachers are using formative assessment for its intended purpose 

– to help students learn.   

 Formative assessment is different from graded or summative assessment.  By scaffolding 

reading assessments for ELLs, teachers can increase the comprehensibility of the input without 

sacrificing the quality of the assessment.   
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