“As a teacher, I’'ve made mistakes and from those mistakes I’ve learned a lot. And I’ve sometimes given the right
information, and that’s made all the difference.” -Kylene Beers, 2003
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Future Aspirations

4 Obtain Master of Educa-
tion in Reading degree

¢ Become a Reading Spe-
cialist/Coach in the public
schools

¢ Mentor new teachers

Best Practices in Reading Instruction: Utilizing what | have learned in continuing education

As an educator, there is no greater
gift | can give my students than to
constantly strive to improve. Con-
tinuing education past my under-
graduate years has been a priority
and necessity for me. The ingrained
desire to help each and every stu-
dent learn is the driving force be-
hind reading educational articles,
attending teachers’ conferences,
and enrolling in graduate school.

Through my continuing education |
have learned a substantial list of
components that create an excel-
lent reading program—one that
puts my students’ needs and learn-
ing at the forefront. From tips on
how to create a safe learning com-
munity in the classroom to offering

a variety of texts to grasp each stu-
dents’ interests, my students grow
in literacy far beyond the worksheet
days | experienced as a child.

Making the invisible process of read-
ing visible for my students is an
endeavor | gladly take on every day
in my classroom. Modeling compre-
hension strategies and thinking
aloud give my students the right
amount of support to guide them
from guided reading to independent
success with various texts.

| strive to assist my students in moni-
toring their own learning and give
them opportunities to reflect on
their reading, writing, and overall
learning.

Knowing the stages of child devel-
opment and utilizing diverse
teaching strategies ensure that my
teaching can reach students of all
learning styles on their level. Pay-
ing careful attention to students’
authentic responses is a key step
in my assessment process. Analyz-
ing ongoing assessments of my
students takes my instructionin a
direction that makes school mean-
ingful for students.

There is a vast number of theories
and pedagogies that create a
quality reading teacher’s toolkit.
By continuing my education I learn
the best practices for instruction
that give my students the gift of
literacy and learning achievement.

Differentiating Instruction: Giving students the individualized teaching they need

The International Reading Associa-
tion (I.R.A.) states that one quality
of an excellent reading teacher is
the understanding that “children
vary in their responses to different
types of instruction, and they select
the most effective combination of
instructional strategies to serve the
children in their classrooms” (IRA,
2010). Once | learned to intention-

ally observe and listen to my stu-
dents, | discovered the sheer variety
of learning styles that inhabit my
classroom. Knowing that all the
children in my classroom are unique
brings to the light the importance of
differentiating instruction (D.I.).
Just as in the workplace, children
have different gifts, talents, and
learning styles. If a child communi-

cates more clearly using an artistic
mode, my assignment for reading
response incorporates creating a
visual piece not just a written
response. If a student learns bet-
ter by listening, | purposefully
think aloud comprehension strate-
gies and read aloud materials
while having students follow
along. Giving students who
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need a kinesthetic component in their instruc-
tion chance to act or pantomime a story or text
can improve their comprehension substantially.

When | first began teaching | had no idea how
many learning styles are
present in a classroom.
Within my first year of teach-
ing | realized | needed to
adjust my instruction if | was
going to complete my goal of
meeting the needs of all of
my students. | attended the
Staff Development for Educa-
tors Conference in Orlando,
FL in November 2006. This
conference focused solely on
D.l. to meet the needs of all
learners. | was able to hear
experts in the field of D.I.,
including Donna Vander-
Weilde, share strategies they
have implemented with great success. As most
teachers do, | spent a small fortune purchasing

resource materials (see inset) to aid me in plan-
ning for the learners in my classroom.

My current role as a preschool teacher affords a
beautiful opportunity for me to practice meeting

the needs of all students. Currently
we are reading Chicka Chicka Boom
Boom by Bill Martin, Jr. and John
Archambault. We have eleven
centers in our classroom including
a block building area, listening
center, writing station, art area,
and dramatic play center. After our
reading of the story, my students
incorporate the story in each cen-
ter. In blocks, they build coconut
trees and letters. During dramatic
play, they reenact the beginning,
middle and end of the story. While
in the writing station, my students
create their own letter books and
go throughout the room gathering

ideas for illustrations to match each letter sound.
Here D.I. is at work in an emergent literacy envi-

ronment.

According to the I.R.A.,, excellent literacy teach-
ers provide students varied opportunities to
respond creatively to texts as well as experience
a variety of teaching techniques. | did not want
to reinvent the wheel of activities if one had
already been created by a veteran excellent
reading
teacher. Mov-
ing forward |
believe meeting
and talking with
colleagues
about D.I.
strategies and
practices will be of highest importance.

In the future | hope to go back into the elemen-
tary level and take what | have learned about
D.l. through conferences, resources, and the
multi-center facet of a preschool classroom and
implement strategies that work for each unique
learner in my classroom.

Literacy & Technology: Keeping up with today’s tech-savvy students

Language Arts is, in its simplest form, the study
of communication. We communicate by speak-
ing, listening, reading, writing, viewing, and
visually representing. Our current level of tech-
nology accessibility necessitates a change in
our classrooms. As a teacher, | can say this
change can be exciting and nerve-racking at
the same time.

| consider myself to be moderately tech-savvy.
| text, use facebook, keep a calendar on my
phone, and skype with my family in Michigan. |
can access podcasts and am learning to create
websites. | can create presen-
tations and publisher docu-
ments. | work with digital pho-
tography in my spare time and
probably do not go a day with-
out turning on my laptop.

Now that is all well and good in
my personal life, but if  am
being honest, not much of this
carries over into my classroom.
I could use the excuse that |
teach preschool but | know that doesn’t “cut
it.” The National Council of Teachers of English
(NCTE) states my situation perfectly.
“Research shows that teachers who use work
processing, spreadsheets, presentation soft-

ware, and Internet
browsers at home do
not bring that knowl-
edge into the class-
room. Furthermore,
two-thirds of all
teachers report feel-
ing under-prepared
to use technology in
teaching, even if they use computers to plan
lessons, access model lesson plans, and create
activities.”

So where is my disconnect? | see the
value of technology as a powerful

1 presence in my way of communicating
yet | am not preparing my students to
use 21st century literacies to their
fullest potential. As | reflect, | can only
offer this small insight: | forget about
technology as | plan my lessons. | be-
lieve it has a great deal to with not
having these technologies available
when | went through school but then
again, some of the literature choices and studies
of comprehension strategies were not utilized in
my education either.

As | go forward in growth as a teacher, | have
decided to set some “tech goals” for myself in

the area of incorporating this
idea of 21st century literacies
into my classrooms.

1. | will include the guide of
technology standards into my
planning even if there are not
yet adopted by my state.

2. | will practice using technol-
ogy in my lessons before |
teach them in order to be comfortable and
confident during class time.

3. | will attend workshops and professional
development opportunities in order to be-
come as current as possible with the technol-
ogy my students are using outside of school.
4. 1 will not be afraid to ask my students for
help. As simple as it seems, | need to honest
and acknowledge that my students will be
able to fix computer issues | cannot begin to
solve!

In order to do my students justice, | need to
transform and become a truly tech-savvy
individual in the classroom. Incorporating
webquests, e-portfolios, wikis, blogs, and
podcasts will engage my students and give
them base skills that will increase their
achievement levels and preparedness for
higher education.
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The Great Debate: Whole Language, Balanced, and Phonics—finding the blend that benefits all students

The swinging pendulum of the phonics and whole language
debate is one | recall discussing in many undergraduate
classes seven to ten years ago. My college took the stance of
using a balanced approach. | was taught that balanced ap-
proach refers to using authentic, real reading materials to
teach phonics and phonemic awareness skills alongside com-
prehension strategies.

| incorporated this in a variety of ways when | taught third
and fourth grades for four years. My students routinely would
search for blends, diagraphs, and certain sounds after reading
Magic Treehouse novels, National Geographic articles and
other texts. They actually asked to do word and sound hunts
in cooperative groups on a regular basis. Along with searches
and hunts, | would pull small groups to reinforce phonics skills
for those struggling with decoding, if | had properly assessed
that difficulty for the students.

A point that has been repeated often since | began graduate studies at FGCU is that the
brain only has so much energy to give toward reading. If a student is struggling im-
mensely with decoding, then there is not much mental energy left over for making
meaning. Now | believe that my assessment would be more diagnostic and ongoing in
the area of phonics if | had a struggling reader at that level. | would want to make sure
that decoding and the micro- and macroprocesses of reading were intact before focus-
ing on comprehension strategies.

Since leaving my elementary level teaching, | have tutored students struggling with
dyslexia. | learned very quickly that reading acquisition for these individuals is depend-
ent upon proper phonemic awareness instruction. The ability to break a work down into
sounds is nearly impossible and not something that can naturally occur for dyslexic
students. Susan Barton, an expert in the field of dyslexia, states that one in five students
struggles with some form of dyslexia that often goes unnoticed until fourth grade as
these students become memorizers of word shape. | believe that in order to reach these
students, we need to include a significant amount of phonemic awareness instruction in
the early elementary years and have teachers in the middle elementary level assess for
phonics acquisition.

In order to have all students make meaning from text, | as a teacher, need to keep a
balanced approach to reading instruction. To ignore that phonemic awareness is di-
rectly linked to reading acquisition is to instantly leave some students behind. By creat-
ing print-rich environments and developing lessons with real writing and reading as the
core, | can start to improve reading abilities for my students who struggle with decoding
and deciphering. Currently as a preschool teacher | can begin the acquisition of phone-
mic awareness and alphabet skills with all my students in engaging and low-pressure
activities. Early intervention and preparation is key to freeing up the mental energy
down the road for meaning making and connecting to text.

Linguistically & Culturally Diverse Students: Creating a classroom that includes all backgrounds

Accessing and activating background knowledge
is a key to comprehension. Having classrooms as
culturally rich as we do today, our students’ back-
ground knowledge is vast and ripe for harvesting.
However a language barrier can be quite a hurdle
to overcome before background knowledge can
be enlivened and expanded. As a professional
educator it is my responsibility to research and
stay current with the best practices for teaching
English Second Language (ESL) students.

The current stance of the International Reading
Association (IRA) is that the
primary or initial reading
instruction should take place
in the home or native lan-
guage of the learner and that
proficiency of the dominant
language is the goal of liter-
acy and language instruction.

Given that | am not multilin-

gual or even bilingual, | see a
great challenge before me. If |
| am responsible to every

learner in my classroom, | must seek out addi-
tional resources and educators to meet my ESL
students’ needs.

The National Council of Teachers of English
(NCTE) gives the following advice:

1. Attend and participate in community meet-
ings.

2.Document the efforts of a student in your
classroom through periodic journals.
3.Form/join a group of colleagues who periodi-
cally use inquiry protocols that facilitate look-
ing closely at the work of
students.

4.Talk to parents and
students to learn about
their linguistic and cultural
backgrounds and experi-
ences.

5.Invite parents into the

™ classroom to speak to all
students on family life and
cultural traditions, or to
share an area of their

expertise (NCTE, accessed 2010).

Having students, families, and community mem-
bers bring their diverse experiences into the
classroom is enriching for all my students and
myself included. The background knowledge that
will be acquired is immeasurable and substantial.

The NCTE goes on with this encouragement, “As
part of their teacher education, they will need to
acknowledge the limits of their personal knowl-
edge as well as experience the privileges af-
forded them by virtue of their race and class. Part
of the curriculum for English educators will in-
volve crossing personal boundaries in order to
study, embrace and build understanding of
‘other’” (NCTE, 2010). | know my limitations and
realize that in order to effectively instruct stu-
dents’ in their home or second language, | must
embrace and grow in my own personal knowl-
edge of the cultures and languages of my stu-
dents. My goal is to open my classroom door in
order to make use of the richly diverse heritages
that make up my classroom community.
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Authentic Assessment: Using an accurate view of students’ abilities to direct my instruction

Assessment is the driving force behind instruc-
tion for me now, a teacher of seven years.
Writing about the best practices in reading
instruction, | felt compelled to write another
article on the importance of assessment-driven
instruction. In my mind, to begin to teach read-
ing without the plans for ongoing, authentic
assessment is comparable to hiking a mountain
without boots.

| can say that | always
knew the importance of
careful assessment and
teaching that responds to
assessment findings;
however, | did not always
implement that philoso-
phy in daily practice.
When | began teaching, |
was consumed with get-
ting through material and
keeping my students happy—a thought that
still embarrasses me today.

| remember during the middle of second year

teaching that | was dumbfounded with how
many of my students just were not “getting it.” |
actually remembered to consult my Teaching
Reading notes from my undergrad years. | came
across a piece of paper with just one thought in
bold type: “To make sure every child experi-
ences success in reading, assessment must drive
instruction.” | realized then that something
major had to shift in my teaching
if | could keep to my promise of
reaching every student.

| began to spend more time on
reviewing assessments and
gathering assessment resources
than on coming up with one-size
-fits-all lesson plans. When |
began to pay attention to my
students’ real responses in read-
ing groups, taking anecdotal and
running records, conferring with
individuals, and taking student interest surveys, |
quickly saw that my previous lessons were ones
geared toward...me.

The most important practice in reading instruc-
tion for me is using assessment to guide, drive,
and write my lesson plans. “Responsive teaching
and assessment go hand in hand. Based on what
we see in students’ work, the evidence of their
understanding, we design subsequent instruc-
tion that is tailored to what they need” (Goudvis
& Harvey, 2007).

Choosing Reading Materials: Finding the right supplements to

ensure a quality reading program

| began writing this particular article by conduct-
ing a little experiment of my own. | “googled”
choosing reading programs. The sheer amount
of sites dedicated to helping me find the “best”
reading program with “guaranteed success” was
overwhelming but no surprising. Recalling Rich-
ard Allington’s text What Really Matters for
Struggling Readers: Designing Research-Based
Programs, | knew there would be many publish-
ers pushing their product with “research”
backed facts to even further their promotion.

After reading the IRA’s cautions for choosing
reading programs, | am boldly assuming that
serious research and thought must go into find-
ing the right supplements for my reading instruc-
tion. | believe my reading materials should be
comprised of poems, novels, pic-
ture books, journals, news articles,
magazines, brochures, internet
articles, blogs, song lyrics, stu-
dents’ written work, comic strips,
instructional manuals, and plays—
and I’'m sure there are much more.
No one textbook will be the “be all,
end all” or quick fix. My job is to

use my knowledge as an educator to provide the
highest quality material for my students.

In Allington’s book he gives a list of high-quality
educational research journals. | would consult
these if charged with the task of choosing a read-
ing text series for my students:

¢ Review of Educational Research

¢ American Educational Research Journal
¢ Journal of Educational Research

¢ Journal of Educational Psychology

¢ Journal of Literacy Research

¢ Reading Resource Quarterly

¢ Elementary School Journal

¢ Educational Evaluation and
Policy Analysis

*Taken from Allington, R. (2006).

What really matters for struggling
readers (2™ edition). NY: Addison

Wesley Longman.
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