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The following article first appeared in the WORD newsletter and was written by Dixie Massey.

_________

Reminders to self: Beginning days thoughts

Recently, I spent some thought-provoking time with a talented group of elementary, middle, and high school teachers. All were focused on improving their reading instruction in the classroom. As the discussion turned to the start of a new school year, the teachers began sharing their goals for the coming year.
“Model comprehension and what comprehension looks like. In addition, model what it looks like when I don’t comprehend and how I know that I haven’t understood.” Dave, 3rd grade teacher.
Dave’s goal reminds us that students do not automatically know when their comprehension has failed. If speed—scoring a certain number of words in a minute--has been a major emphasis in the student’s experience, the students truly may not realize that reading is supposed to make sense. This was the case with Cora, a 3rd grader who brought in the books she was “reading” to show her teacher. The books were all by Jane Austen, and Cora truly believed she was reading these books. She was reading, if we only focus on speaking the words aloud. But reading is more than fluency (Rasinski, Blachowicz, Lems, 2006).
At the same time, students might know that they do not understand the text but not what to do once they recognize their problems. Jake, a 9th grader, said, “I reread the text when I don’t get it.” Jake’s actions are common, but rereading did not help Jake. He read the text in the exact same way he read it the first time, that is (a) without purpose and (b) saying all of the words but not pausing to make meaning. Dave’s goal for his own instruction reminds all of us that teaching what to do when comprehension breaks down is critical to metacognitive awareness.
“Give students time to read.” Andrea, Literacy Coach 
Time is a precious commodity. With more and more being required, it is difficult to fit everything into the allotted time. However, Andrea noted that reading to students is not enough to help them become better readers. Studies show that lower-achieving readers simply read less during the school day and outside of school than their higher-achieving peers do. Lower-achieving students are more frequently reported to be reading aloud, usually to their teacher in a small group setting. When children read aloud, only one child is reading at a time, resulting in much less time spent actually reading. Nagy and Anderson (1984) estimated middle-grade children reading amounts:

· Low achieving: 100,000 words a year (in school)

· Average achieving: 1,000,000 words a year
· High achieving: 10,000,000 words a year
What would it look like to give students time to read? Proficient readers read at least 2 ½ hours a day (school and home). To “catch” a low achieving student up, they would need to read more than the proficient readers—perhaps up to 3-5 hours a day (Allington, 2006). Certainly, we may not be able to expect to fit all of that reading time in a school day. However, we can increase the time students read connected text by minutes. This is crucial not only to their reading level. It is also critical to their reading stamina. Students may struggle with the WASL in part because they are overwhelmed by the amount of text they have to read all at once. We know that some students shut down just based on feeling visually overwhelmed with the length of text. By increasing the time students read gradually over the year, we help them increase their reading stamina. 

“Give students time to think” Nick, high school English teacher.
Nick’s goal for the coming year is to provide not only more time to read. If we want students to comprehend, then we must give them the time to think and reflect about what they have read—and challenging texts that encourage multiple ways of thinking. This goal is certainly linked to giving students time to read. As teachers, we are used to thinking about allowing students wait time. We need to expand that idea and give them time to think about a text. This also includes understanding how our students process information. Most of us have a dominant way of processing information. Some talk through a text in order to understand more about what they think. Some need to listen to others talk in order to help them process information. Others need to write to process. Obviously, we ask our students to do all three, but recognizing that some may not be ready to truly talk about a text until they have had time to form a written response to the text may help us focus on mixing our approach to text. Allowing students a choice in how they respond—either through a discussion group or through a written response—can result in increased and more thoughtful responses to a text. 
“Help students ‘build a relationship’ with what they were reading instead of just reading because it’s on the schedule. Kristyn, 4th grade teacher
“Keep their joy in reading. Read something that won’t be assessed. Allow reading for fun.” Erin, 1st grade teacher 
Erin and Kristyn want to focus on the joy that can be associated with reading. We cannot ignore accountability, but when it takes over our classrooms to the exclusion of reading for the joy of reading, we miss the opportunity to create life-long readers. In order to build students’ enjoyment of reading, it is critical that we have texts they can read in the classroom. School library time is too often missed because of assemblies or other interruptions. Homes may not have texts that students can read. One study found that middle income homes provided 199 books at home while lower income homes provided 2-3 books at home (Allington, 2006). It becomes our job to expose students to multiple texts at their reading levels. The effective teacher studies found that the most effective teachers had around 1500 books in their classrooms. Increasingly, it is important that we broaden our definition of texts so that students are exposed to magazines, newspapers, graphica, websites, and a variety of other texts, both print and non-print. 
Family situations, learner disabilities, mandated curriculum and accountability measures are beyond our control. However, by centering our attention on a single goal, we focus on what we can control. Small  changes can create big pay-offs when it comes to literacy instruction.
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