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Sharing Secret Teacher Business – a way into helping children understand the cueing systems of reading.

___________________________________________________________


Many students who experience difficulties learning to read constantly demonstrate that, in their belief systems, ‘good’ reading is achieved by keeping the reading going – no matter what! - without meaning, without acceptable language structure, without visual monitoring, without any self-correction of meaning loss and despite a suitable knowledge base of reading strategies.  Consequently many of them ‘hate reading’ and think they’re bad readers.  How do we shift the misconceptions that drive students with learning difficulties best efforts in reading from their positions on the developmental continuum in their journeys from novice readers to reading proficiency?  How do we do this with efficacy?  

Can we fix it? Yes we can!  Our greatest advantage as teachers is that we already know and do what we can share with our students to support every student’s journey to reading efficacy.  We just have to make explicit what is currently ‘secret teacher business’. 

This paper attempts to give a perspective on a successful teaching strategy that allows students to think metacognitively and talk reflectively about the reading process.  It adds to a well-equipped teacher’s ‘toolkit’ - a teacher’s best friend.

I’m constantly awed by the work performed by dedicated teachers and personnel working in support roles. Teachers know it is no longer enough to stand ‘on the stage’ and ‘teacher talk’ at students with no awareness of what they know (prior knowledge) or what they need to know to progress their learning (zone of proximal development). This flags the need for an action research approach whatever our teaching methodologies.  In moving to an outcomes approach to student education, what the students know, melded with teacher curriculum knowledge are critical starting points.  Diagnostic information continually informs our teaching and planning for teaching.  Determining what and how we teach must consider the student’s starting points in their current knowledge bases.  These starting points are always evident diagnostically.

In working diagnostically with students who present as having difficulties moving to literacy, it has become evident (in my work as a Support Teacher: Learning Difficulties), that great confusion exists in the students’ minds about ‘what is good reading?’.  Their view is commonly one of ‘audience reading’ – an error free (based on word knowledge), polished performance with entertainment potential.  Ask these students what they would do if they came across an unknown word while they were reading and the most common response is ‘sound it out’ with the second most common response being to ‘ask’ someone. While there is no denying both of these are useful strategies, as primary problem-solving strategies in reading they are insufficient.

Ask these students how they would know if they were right or wrong when they have attempted an unknown word, and the most common response is ‘ask someone’. What is evident diagnostically is that when students’ literacy is seen as being at risk, these students appear to be focusing on strategies at the word level with an external locus of control.  Both strategies deny these students their independence and access to a self-improving system in reading.

What is a ‘self-improving system’?

A ‘self-improving system’ in reading involves awareness and use of the underpinning cueing systems: 

meaning driven (semantics), 

syntax (language structure) and 

visual (all the information provided on the page, the letter information (graphophonics), the visual text) 

and the integration of these systems during the reading process so as to be self-monitoring for meaning, language use and look of the word (visual match).

Ask the students if they’re good readers and the most common responses vary from ‘no’ to ‘OK’ and their justification for their thinking lies in word realms: don’t know enough words; or comparative judgment: someone knows more words than they do or reads more books than they do.

Question for other strategies used to problem-solve in reading and these students commonly talk out a wide range of strategies including reading on and going back, going back to the beginning of the sentence, looking at the pictures, as well as a range of word strategies such as looking for small words within the word, chunking, trailing attempts, etc.

However, find an instructional level text for a student with learning difficulties and check diagnostically for application of these strategies and what becomes apparent is that these ‘known’ strategies have been learned by rote but are rarely applied during the reading process, even on instructional level text. 

Play the students a taped reading of a passage of text with errors made but self-corrected and ask them to make a decision, with justification, as to whether the reading was a ‘good’ or ‘not good’ attempt by the reader. The student responses leave a clear and transparent awareness that the ways reading is currently being taught, while serving many productive purposes, are not sufficient to grow a self-improving system in reading for students who present as having learning difficulties.

Interestingly, in a wide range of schools, across a range of educational districts, with a wide range of age groups, the student responses and justifications were the same but were the exact opposite to what teachers need to hear to be assured of students’ successful literacy development for a Smart State. 

Student responses consistently determined that the taped reading sample, which was in fact 100% accurate because the reader self-corrected all errors, was ‘not good reading’ for a range of reasons to do with fluency, word knowledge, expression and the issue of ‘going back and re-reading’. 

This diagnostic awareness provided a wonderful learning opportunity to look at the problematic situation and contradiction implicit in the range of strategies the students had supplied (charted to be visible and retrievable) which always included re-reading as a problem solving strategy and their views, justifications and opinions of the taped reading sample where re-reading was the reading behaviour that determined a reading was ‘not good reading’ in the minds of the students.

Repeatedly in collecting student and teacher opinions and justifications on ‘post-it’ notes, the teacher was the only one with an answer consistent with the reality of ‘good’ reading being a central focus on meaning and self-monitoring to correct for meaning loss and visual monitoring for auditory–visual match.

This demonstrated that as teachers we already have the necessary knowledge to support student learning around reading strategies and what it is that makes someone a ‘good’ as opposed to a ‘bad’ reader. Student ages, level of achievement, or years of schooling were not significantly relevant.   Whatever the students position on the reading continuum from novice to proficiency (eg. A Yr 7 class placement for a student with a perceived literacy development level approximately at a Yr 3 standard), an understanding of a self-improving system needed to be developed as well as an understanding of the differences between audience reading and the characteristics of successful reading. 

It was clearly apparent that we needed to make the ‘secret teacher business’ implicit in analysis of running records, explicit, transparent and accessible to the students we teach to support their development of understanding and application of reading strategies. 

There is much we can do that is generic to all approaches to the teaching of reading that readily improves the application of reading strategies for all students, but particularly for those students whose literacy development is perceived to be ‘at risk’.  In a nutshell, teachers can make explicit the information that lies behind what they do when they analyse running records of student’s reading to inform their awareness of strategy use and a student’s ability to self-monitor for meaning as a central focus in the reading process.

Understanding how reading works…

The current reading model used in Education Queensland is the Luke and Freebody ‘Four Resources Model’ (code breaker, meaning maker, text user, text analyst) which supports a model of reading that values diversity, multiliteracies, whole school engagement with literacy leaning and a balanced approach to assessment, planning and teaching of reading.

Exploration of these current views is readily available in EQ’s provided resources to all schools which included Literate Futures: Reading; Video – Literate Futures: Reading the Future; Literate Futures: Professional Development – The Teaching of Reading for a Multiliterate World and the new English Syllabus.

Key elements in our ability to support students with learning difficulties to develop application of reading strategies with efficacy include:

· an understanding of how reading works and the underpinning cueing systems (meaning, syntax, visual – MSV - popularised through Reading Recovery – Clay, 1985) monitored in a continuous process: predict, confirm, integrate OR reject, re-think, correct, integrate) where meaning is the central focus of the reading.

· an ability to observe reading behaviours to provide specific feedback to students in ways that are both easily acceptable and effective for learners.

Effective learning strategies … a rationale

Literacy is very much affected by the experiences, cultures, community based discourses and knowledges of the students.  

As students vary in their needs, so do teachers vary in the range of practices they offer in their responsiveness to students’ needs (Freebody, 1999).

While having curriculum knowledge is important, the how, the strategies teachers use are also of significant importance for supporting students whose literacy development is seen to be ‘at risk’. 

Educational research supports:

· Use of active learning strategies. Teachers must involve and engage students, not show and tell. Learners sitting isolated in long lines, unable to talk out their understandings to a partner, are defying both common sense and current educational research (Jensen, 2003).  Neuroscience supports use of interactive strategies.  Reading, listening and thinking about words activate single areas of the brain (visual cortex, auditory cortex, Broca’s Area respectively), but when students are explaining to a partner widespread brain activity is involved (Jensen, 2003) that results in more efficient learning. 

· Glasser’s earlier work informed us that we learn:

10% of what is read,

20% of what is heard,

30% of what is seen,

50% of what is both seen and heard,

70% of what is discussed with others,

80% personal experience,

95% of what we teach someone else.

Thus peer coaching models of learning where students are talking out their thinking are more supportive of student learning (Kagan, 2004).

· Physical activity increases focus and concentration (Jensen, 2003) which is supportive of the use of such accountable structures as Inside-Outside Circle or Think, Pair, Share  (Take out ‘hands-up’ as answering techniques and put in ‘think-time’ with high expectations of participation from everyone.) which fall under cooperative learning approaches (not group work) which structure for positive interdependence, individual accountability through public performance, equal and simultaneous participation - PIES (Kagan, 1988)

· Metacognition and reflection are critical to foster meaningful application and transfer of learning (Fogarty, 1994). 

· Specific, descriptive feedback (rather than evaluative) focussed on reading behaviour, shapes application of reading strategies.

· The use of audio cassette recordings (or video) offer many advantages as the student/s can listen to observe their specific reading behaviours and understand their own strengths and weaknesses (superior to relying on reflection alone or someone else’s interpretation of their reading behaviours, or feedback not linked to specific evidence). For students to be able to hear themselves, to have ’instant replay’, helps students monitor, analyse and evaluate their own performance and learning.  The recordings are an integral part of focussed learning episodes.

The Strategy…practice based feedback

using an action research approach.

Step 1:

Use taped recording of samples of reading.

Sample 1: 

This first reading sample was of a student who cued through visual approaches then went back , re-read and self-corrected, demonstrating integration of the cueing systems and self-monitoring for meaning, phrasing and fluency.

Students listened to the taped reading sample. The students listening responsibility was to make a decision as to their view of whether the reading was an example of ‘good’ reading or ‘bad’ reading and to justify their thinking (this was recorded on post-it notes which were collected by the teacher, ensuring both opinion and justification were provided). The student views were then charted to provide feedback to the students on their current thinking, their prior knowledge.

Sample 2: This recording had errors that exampled use of all cueing systems (teacher generated).

Step 2: Students were given a copy of sample 2 reading text so that they could track the reader during the reading sample. 

As they listened their responsibility was to highlight any errors made by the reader. Errors found by the students were then used as the discussion catalyst at Step 4.

Step 3:  This involved:

· developing awareness of the difference between ‘audience’ reading and ‘good’ reading

· focussed teaching of the cueing systems (with accompanying charts which then stayed in the classroom as a reference resource) 

· creation of student sets of cards to represent the three cueing systems –  M S V.

Card 1:


Card 2:


Card 3:


This set of three cards was created in the same coloured cardboard.

A fourth card, using a different coloured cardboard, was developed to represent use of punctuation in reading, another important aspect in successful reading for the author’s meaning.

Card 4:


This pack of four cards was then used in returning to the students’ identification of errors in the text from their listening to reading sample 2 in step 2.

Step 4:  Student located errors in the text read  (Sample 2) were addressed and analysed. A framework of teacher questions was used. 

· What cueing system was the reader using when the error was made?

· What did the reader do about the error?

· Did the reader self-correct?

· What cueing system did the reader use when self-correcting?

· What do you think? Why do you think that?

· When is it important to correct errors in reading? (Readers must recognise when meaning is lost and do something about it.)
· Is this an example of ‘good’ reading or bad reading? Why?

What could be done about it?

· How can we turn ‘bad’ reading into ‘good’ reading?

Once the students understood the concept, they were then able to identify errors and language information related to the cueing systems. This appeared to be readily understood. 

Step 5: Replay the first reading sample with the students listening to the reader to decide if the reading sample was an example of ‘good’ reading or ‘bad’ reading and justifying their thinking.

Evidence provided supports my belief that it is no difficult matter to make significant changes to student thinking around the question: What is ‘good’ reading?  We simply have to make explicit what forever has been ‘secret teacher business’ around text analysis. In doing this we provide students with a rationale for what it is to be a ‘good’ reader and provide them with an internal locus of control that allows their independent self-monitoring to develop. This gives the students more power to be confident, self-monitoring readers.

In response to demonstrated evidence of student misinformation about what it was that made someone a ‘good’ reader, of necessity, the educative experiences provided had to develop students’ awareness of 

· the underpinning cueing systems of reading (M S V), 

· self-monitoring abilities,

· difference between audience reading and reading successfully.

Initially, it was critical to help students understand the cueing systems of reading.  Using interactive, peer coaching (Kagan 2004) strategies built awareness of the use in practice of cueing systems and provided opportunities for students to identify and use the cueing systems to analyse reading behaviour.  They had to make decisions based on the use of the set of cards (M S V P), selecting the card to represent the cueing system used by the taped reader, and stand when they’d made a decision. They then had to compare their decision with a partner (Inside-Outside Circle was used to easily structure for a range of random partners to have students discussing with various partners) and talk out their thinking to see if they agreed or disagreed. If they disagreed they had to discuss their thinking with partners beside them to see if consensus could be achieved.

Conclusion

This strategy successfully added to the range of repertoires of literacy experiences for the students involved from Year 3 to Year 7.  The experience then enabled the students to progress to analysis of their own reading behaviours from taped samples (a few minutes only) of their own reading from texts to analyse and construct meaning based on their use of the reading cueing systems.   Self-selection of their own text choice allowed for further useful information about appropriate choices around levels of text difficulty – frustration, instructional, independent and insights into student reading confidence.

Giving feedback was central to the strategy.  Feedback was an opportunity to teach in a positive way with students drawing on their own experiences.  In subsequent sessions, students were analysing their own running records and talking out their strengths and what they needed to change and improve strategy use (self-evaluation). 

The strategy and approach established self-improving systems in reading for students whose development in reading was considered at risk, an essential knowledge base at any age and stage for literacy development.

All students can learn.  The onus is on the educational providers to show that they are improving educational outcomes for all students in their care, cutting to the chase of what is important for lifelong learning, empowering students by developing their control of their learning through explicit concept teaching, learning to learn and understand themselves as learners.

School is there for every child.
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