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USING LITERATURE WITH CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS
TO IMPROVE READING PROFICIENCY

INTRODUCTION
‘Within the past decade, there has been a growing body of evidence that supports the use of

authentic literature as the foundation of a classroom language arts program. The Atlantic Canada

English i is shaped by several beis pected
to use multiple materials that also include a range of literature in order to become reflective,
articulate, literate individuals in personal and public contexts. Available studies and reports indicate
that the use of literature not only develops one’s reading and writing abilities but also has a powerful
influence in promoting positive attitudes toward books (Fuhler, 1990; Funk and Funk, 1992;
Savage,1992). In addition, many authors of recent book publications support a similar view (Booth,
1996; Cox, 1996; Fredericks, Blake-Kline, and Kristo, 1997; Routman, 1994). Considering that 2
literature-based approach means different things to different people, all agree that there is a wealth
of learning potential within the pages of a well-written book.

Although recently revised basal reading programs do reflect a serious effort to incorporate

literature, the diluted literary quality of much of th in basal readers is signif criticized.

From the i i it is better for learners to read within the context

of a "real" book rather than from an excerpt or a shortened version. Generally, "real" books have a
greater richness of vocabulary, sentence structure, and literary form than do basal readers. They also

have more character di more plot ication, and more conflict to hold the reader's

interest. Routman (1994), one of the most noted educators in the field of language development,

cautions that the basal text can be used as a resource if it is done so judiciously. In the hands of a

it can be used i if are selective about what parts of



the published series are used.
In past years, the arguments against literature-based reading instruction by some school-
based ed (e.g., teachers and inis have always revolved around skill mastery and

test scores. The general feeling was that while "real” books were a nice addition to the curriculum,

lid evid d dd I he skill ding th ofli

This is no longer true because numerous studies have found that the use of literature has a positive
effect upon students' reading achievement (Giddings,1992; McGee,1992). Based on research

(Savage,1989; Tunnell and Jacobs,1989), there is ample ion of reading that

have successfully used literature to increase improve hension, and raise test
scores (examples cited by Funk and Funk, 1992 - "The Shared Book Experience" in New Zealand,
Ohio's "Reading Recovery Program"”, and New York City's "Open Sesame Program").

To determine how literature can be used to improve reading proficiency in terms of
vocabulary and comprehension skills, a series of three papers focusing on its use with students at
different grade levels follows. The levels include: primary (i.e., grades K to 3), elementary (i.e.,

grades 4 to 6), and junior/senior high (i.e., grades 7 to 12). Also included is a sampling of recent

research along with deseriptions of actual Is where i based p have

been in use.



USE OF LITERATURE IN THE PRIMARY GRADES

A variety of i ion on the use of lit with children at the primary level is presented

in this paper. This information deals with the benefits of using authentic literature to enhance their
reading development as well as effective strategies that teachers can use and actual settings where
such teaching and learning have been taking place. The topics addressed are as follows: (i) reading
aloud; (ii) forms of response; (iii) sight vocabulary; (iv) phonics instruction; (v) story structure

instruction; (vi) sample genre units; and (vii) classroom/school programs.

READING ALOUD

There is a strong base of research to show that reading aloud to students accompanied by
dialogue through questions and comments has many benefits, especially when used in a literature-
based approach (Feitelson, Kita, and Goldstein, 1986; Manarino-Leggett, 1995; Saban, 1994). The
following information demonstrates how reading aloud is beneficial and provides a summary of
effective methods that can be applied.

In an attempt to know more about the specific language skills that children acquire from
listening to stories, Elley (1989) conducted two studies with young children to measure the extent
of new vocabulary they gain from storybooks read aloud to them. All literature selections were newly
published and were considered to have an appealing story with large, attractive illustrations.
Storybooks were also chosen on the basis of having enough difficult words for the purposes of these
studies.

The first study involved a sample of one-hundred sixty-eight 7-year-old children, divided into

seven classes. ized pi ds were ped for testing and reading the story aloud.




Apretest of rget words inistered 7 ing. A
‘was then read to each class over a period of 1 week, with no teacher explanation of word meanings.
A posttest with the same target words was administered 2 days after the final reading. Results
shnwedduuheovmllgaininyoubduylmedwnnmmﬂ 15 %. The words that were most
readily leamed in the story were those for which the surrounding context was helpful, those that
occurred more than once in the story, and those that were illustrated in at least one picture.

The second study was undertaken to address the fimitations of the first one by using different

anda elabx design. This involved a sample of one hundred seventy-eight

8-year-old children who were divided into eight classes. Six of these classes included children in the
experimental groups designated as Groups A and B. Two of these classes included children in the
control groups designated as Group C. Children in the experimental groups were exposed to two
treatments. The first treatment involved reading a particular storybook three times. Explanations of

words were given. In th a different storybook was read three times. No
explanations of unfamiliar words were given. Pretesting was done as in the first study. Posttesting
for each story was administered 1 week after it was read initially, and again 3 months later to measure
permanence of learning. Children in the control groups took all tests but heard neither story. Results

showed that after hearis y, children who recei teacher i by

of 15% and those who did receive explanations showed gains of 40 %. By contrast, the same groups
produced considerable less gains on a second story with different characteristics. For children in the
control groups, only minimal gains in vocabulary were made. Follow-up tests showed that most of
the vocabulary learning was retained.

These two studies provide evidence that reading stories aloud to children is a significant
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sourceof i that teachers’ explanatii i can improve

vocabulary knowledge, and that most of the new learning is retained. Text features that enhance
learning of new vocabulary are frequency of word use, depiction of the word in illustration, and a
context that provides helpful clues. It is hypothesized that the different resuits for the two stories
read to the experimental groups in the last study may be attributed to the fact that the second story
did not capture the children’s interest and thus contributed to their lack of involvement. The evidence

provided by these two studies indicates, however, that multiple readings of an appealing 10-minute

story with brief i i du ignifi large gains in vocabulary.

A study was conducted by Morrow (1990) to investigate whether reading to children in small
groups and encouraging verbal interaction can lead to an increase in comprehension as well as the

number and lexity of ions and voiced. This study was based on research that

shows children learn better in small groups and benefit from the verbal interactive behaviours made
possible (Sharan, Ackerman, and Hertz-Lazarowitz, 1980; Yager, Johnson, and Johnson, 1985). A
further dimension to this study was to involve only children of low socioeconomic status because it
has been documented they are read to less frequently at home than other children, causing them to
have fewer interactions with adults involving storybook readings (Heath, 1980; Ninio and Bruner,
1978).

For this study, Morrow selected a sample of 108 kindergarten children from low
socioeconomic backgrounds. These children for the most part were not read to at home, as
determined from results ofa questionnaire sent to their parents. Half were randomly selected for the

experimental groups and half for the control groups, with each group consisting of 3 children.
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Research assil ‘met with the children once a week for 11 weeks. Each session lasted 20 minutes.

Children in the experimental groups were involved with research assistants who had participated in

“interactive behaviour training" where there was a focus on questioning, building dialogue and

response, offering praise or positive reil giving or ing i i clanfymg
restating i ion, directing di ion, sharing personal reactions, and relating

concepts to life experiences. During each session, the children were read to using a literature
selection that met high quality I i iour was strongly during the
storybook readings. Children in the control groups were involved with research assistants who

received training in teaching from a traditional reading readiness program which included teachers'
manuals and children's workbooks. The assistants taught lessons from a manual with follow-up
activities that were skills-related in terms of visual/auditory discrimination, colours, letters, and
rhymes. Interaction between adult and child and among children was not encouraged.

Comprehension tests, which consisted of traditional questions and story structure questions
(as described further on in this paper by Morrow, 1984) were administered in the form of pre- and
posttest measures. For these testings, children in both groups (i.e., experimental and control) were
read Storybook 2 and Storybook 11 in the second and eleventh sessions. From these tests and tape-
recorded sessions, it was found that children in the experimental groups not only scored higher in
comprehension but also showed superior performance in the number and complexity of their
questions and comments.

A conclusion to this study is that small group interactive story readings seem to be an

strategy to i into early literacy programs at school, especially with children who

arenot iencil loud events at home. An implication of this study is k reading
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in small groups provides a cooperative, social atmosphere in which adults and children interact with
and learn from each other. All children are more easily included, especially those who are passive or

insecure and tend to get lost in large groups or are too inhibited to respond in one-to-one settings.

French and French (1991) report from the research how read-alouds have a positive impact
on the literacy development of children in pre-school and kindergarten programs. They have noted
that reading aloud should be a process that invoives in the selectit ion, and

elaboration of stories.

In terms of literacy development, the authors write that read-alouds lead to the following
reading conditions:
 children attending to visual cues by icing left/right ori i ing the concept of

language units (i.e., letters, words), and recognizing word structure and form.

 children applying intuitive knowledge of language by associating print with meaning,
developing the concept of story (e.g., beginning, middle, ending), and learning the foundation of
retelling and story telling.

e children integrating visual and language cues by izing that are it of

'words, recognizing that context becomes more evident, and making predictions.

« children participating in a i group i as a viable ive to and

skill sheets, and as part of a structure for literature-based programs later on.
In selecting stories to read aloud, a quotation from the writing of these authors lists

criteria compiled by experts which note these attributes of good reading material:
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Smwemmﬂgmsaﬂ-bpam

in rhythmic langusge.
Stories should be within the conceptual level of the child.
The books themselves need to be sturdily constructed.
swwumwmmmmm

Children should be able to "read" the story by looking at the illustrations.
* Children should be able to view and re-view the illustrations, each time getting more from
them.

In ing i i i iate for story reading, another quotation

from the writing of these authors stresses their belief that adults in educational settings who read
books to children should focus on the following:

(i) Redirect irrelevant discussion back to the story.

* Prompting

(1) Invite children to ask questions or comment throughout the story.
(ii) Scaffold responses for children to model when no responses are made.
(iii) Relate responses to real life experiences.

* Supporting and Informing

(iii) Relate your to real life exp
(iv) Provide children’s
According to Reutzel and Couter (1996), i benefit of read ds is that younger

readers are helped to develop a sense of story structure which has been clearly linked with effective
reading instruction. Developing a sense of story helps individuals to store information more
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efficiently, predict with greater ease, and recall details with increased accuracy. Base on Trelease’s
(1989) The New Read-Aloud Handbook, quoted from the authors is a partial list of “do’s” and
“don’ts” for read-alouds:

Do’s

* Read as often as you and the class have time for.

 Try to set aside at least one traditional time each day for a story.

« Start with picture books and build to storybooks and novels.

¢ Vary the length and subject matter of you readings.

* Occasionally read above the children’s intellectual level and challenge their minds.

« Allow time for class discussions after reading a story.

* Use plenty of expression when reading.

* Read slowly enough for the child to build mental pictures.

Don’ts

« Don’t read stories that you don’t enjoy yourself.

= Don’t continue reading a book once it is obvious that it was a poor choice.

« Don’t feel you have to tie every book to classwork.

* Don’t read above a child’s emotional level.

* Don’t impose interpretations of a story on your audience.

Read- aloud sessions are a powerful way to bring children and books together in a setting that
has the potential to enhance their enjoyment of literature and promote their literacy development.
Even children who have limited reading ability can reap these benefits. In this way, all children have
the opportunity to experience numbers of books by which it is possible to improve listening skills,

build vocabulary, aid comprehension, and have a positive impact on attitudes toward reading.

“Shared reading”, as described by Button and Johnson (1997), allows children to take part
in read-alouds by reading in unison with the teacher. Such experiences offers a way for teachers to
help children develop successful reading strategies through the use of quality literature. A more

detailed definition by Routman (1994) is that “shared reading” can be any beneficial reading situation
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in which listeners see the text, observe a reader (usually the teacher) reading it with fluency and
expression, and are invited to read along. In the area of emergent literacy, "shared reading" is well
d and theory. First in New Zealand in the IQWSWWWM

‘with noted eduumrDoanld!w-y, “shared reading® stemmed from Clay's work (1979) which
her extensive ions of what good readers do. She found that skilled readers rely

on meaning and syntax before attending to print details. This gave rise to the practice of teachers
using meaning and syntax to support children's developing knowledge of print.

“Shared reading” may involve different readers, such as the teacher gathering students
together to read to them or students being selected by the teacher to read to others. When teachers
read, a typical approach is for them to use a familiar text with print large enough for all to see so that
students can read along. This approach is not a program for teaching specific reading skills in a
predetermined sequence. As teachers and students work together to gain meaning from text,
“teachable moments" occur. With careful monitoring, the teacher may identify those moments to
provide the instruction needed at that time. To gain meaning from text, the teacher may request that
the students use illustrations, look carefully at the print, consider sentence syntax, or re-read a
passage. During the early years of schooling, this focus on meaning supports students’ growing
awareness of concepts about print that include the differentiation between letters and words and the
recognition of high frequency words.

One of the important points to be made is that teachers can use instructional situations that
arise during "shared reading" to explain and illustrate principles and strategies, rather than teaching
skills in isolated ways. Another important point concerns the individual nature of such unison

activities. Students participate according to their levels of understanding and confidence with some
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reading proficiently and others reading with approximations of the text. If the texts used are able to
engage the students' interests, it then becomes possible for them to participate actively and
enthusiastically as they leam to become more independent and successful readers.

Graham and Kelly (1997) write about practices to follow for effective read-aloud sessions.
First of all, give serious thought to timing. Although children are often most receptive early in the
day, a story read later on can also be a successful way of ending the day. Another consideration is
what to read to children. This should be done with a view to balancing genres throughout the school
year and tying in relevance to ongoing classroom work. Once it has been decided what will be read,
careful planning should take place to ensure how much should be read and where should be the
stopping points to sustain interest. No matter what is chosen to be read, it is important to read
through it first in order to anticipate any difficulties that may arise with understanding. Expectations
about i hould also be gi iderati d di ith the children. Talking with the

children before reading and asking for their ideas can go a long way towards minimizing petty
interruptions. The way read-aloud sessions are opened and closed also have an impact on children’s
interactions with text. So it is important to give careful thought to how a book should be introduced

and to imize students” ing and iation of what was read.

Gunning (1996) states that whatever specific steps are used, the important point is to interact
with students in efforts to build their understanding before, during, and after the reading of literature
It is well ized that students better when stories that are read to them

are discussed. Extension activities are also important. However, a word of advice is not to overdo

discussions and activities as this may detract from children’s enjoyment of the text read.
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FORMS OF RESPONSE
Research has documented that providing children with opportunities to respond to literature

for them to apply their i 'what has been read (Close, 1992;
Nystrand, Gamoran, and Heck, 1993). To elaborate, Macon, Bewell,and Vogt (1991) write that the
purp havi d engage i literature is so that they can get immersed

and totally involved in reading selections. Information which shows the diverse ways in which

children’s responses can be guided follows.

Kelly (1990) writ taking a grad in children's [i i ber
as a teacher of third-grade students who were learning to respond to literature. As a result of taking
this course, Kelly learned about a new concept of response that addressed the following three issues:
1) what was noticed in the book; 2) what was felt about the book; and 3) how the book was related
to personal experiences. With these prompts, individual thinking is promoted within a wide range
of possible answers. Readers interact with text to construct meaning based on their background
knowledge, allowing for different interpretations as a result of what the reader brings to the reading.

Over the course of 1 year, all of the 28 students in Kelly's class participated in activities that
encouraged personal response to literature. Due to the range of reading abilities in her class, Kelly
decided to introduce responding to literature by reading a wide variety of literature aloud to the class
rather than having the students read silently. Using the prompts already noted, children responded
10 the readings with oral and written responses. In Phase 1 of the study, once a week during the
beginning months of the school year, students responded orally to prompts that followed each

reading. This was done as a whole-group activity, with student responses recorded on chart paper
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for all to see and practice reading. With this approach, students were allowed to hear each other’s

thoughts d by the realization that all were valid and valuable and there was no

single right answer. Response activities in Phase 2 took place once a week during the remaining

months of the school year. Students in writing to the prompts that each reading.
For each prompt, there was a time allotment of around 5 minutes. Students were encouraged to
write for the time allowed and not to worry about spellings as this often slows writing. Unfamiliar
words in the story such as characters' names were spelled on the board and troublesome words were
spelled if requested. After all writing was completed, students were given an opportunity to share
their responses with the class. These written responses were then collected for the teacher to read,

after which samples of work were put in student portfolios and duplications were made for teacher

files.

duced i i Initially, oral d
‘were brief and usually related to only one incident in the story. A:
to being given i i their i detailed

As time went on, all students regardless of reading ability responded in a meaningful, although
sometimes brief, manner and were able to relate story events to experiences in their own lives.
Overall, there was a progressive increase in length and depth of responses. This may have resulted
from the students becoming more comfortable with each other which made them more willing to
contribute their own ideas. In analyzing written responses, it was noted that the better readers were

also more fluent writers. All students were inclined to write in more detail and with more fluency as

the year Their writing also improved with in d spelling,
As the year passed, students also seemed better able to put their feelings into words when relaying
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how they felt or relating story events to their own lives. This increasing emotional involvement was
an indication that students were making more personal connections to the stories read.

The author i di b d literal levels inking to more

in-depth analyses and emotional interpretations of literature provides a framework for them to_

become actively involved in ing meaning. Not only were the students in this study actively

involved in both oral and written forms of expression, their enthusiasm for literature was sustained.

throughout the year.

A genre of literature that many teachers find challenging when guiding students’ response is
poetry. After exploring textbooks and research publications which gave very little direction in how
to present and teach poetry to children, a study was undertaken by Straw, Craven, Sadowy, and

Baardman (1993) in order to gain insight into how this genre oflit b it dealt with

at the primary level. Based on the results of other studies which have shown that high school students

responded best to poetry under ive learning ditie the i in this study

decided to explore such an approach with younger students. The purpose of this study was to

compare the i of iti i ion with ive learning on the

of primary-grade students when they are asked to respond to poetry.
The participants in this study were twenty-one 8- and 9-year-old children in a third-grade
classroom. All of the children participated in four sessions, two of which were organized around a

5 4 i 1t
teacher-] directed, -group

Four poems fr y literature -hosen, all of similar' d ity. Foreach

session, a different poem was used to control for the effect of any one poem on the results of the
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study. The duration of each session was 45 minutes, whereby the children spent 30 minutes engaged
in oral activities focusing on the poem and 15 minutes writing a response to the poem. During the
first two sessions which were teacher-directed, the children engsged in the following activities: 1)
the teacher read the poem aloud; 2) the children read the poem aloud with the teacher; 3) the teacher
drew attention to patterns in the poem, such as its rhyme; 4) the teacher explained any unfamiliar
words and asked the students to give their interpretation of what was taking place in the poem; 5)
the teacher and the children clapped the rhyme of the poem; 6) the teacher asked the children for
suggestions about how to read the poem again in choral fashion; and 7) the students did a final choral
reading of the poem according to their suggestions. This was followed by having each child respond
in writing to the meaning of the poem. During the last two sessions which were collaborative in
nature, children were assigned to heterogeneous groups with 4 or S members. Each group was given

Itiple copies of the poem to di i members. After 15 minutes, the small groups were

called together into a single group. A reporter from each group then shared the ideas that had been
discussed among themselves. The role of the teacher at this time was only to act as a facilitator and
to assure everyone that their ideas were valid. This was followed again by each child responding in
writing to the meaning of the poem.

The children's written responses to each poem were graded according to the following

criteria: a) a score of 3 was given to i to be i ive if they showed insights

into a theme for the poem as a whole; b) a score of 2 was given to responses considered to be
ial if they drew i hasedonpmot‘thapoun,hndidmmhm‘imapmive

statement about the overall meaning of the poem; c) a score of 1 was given to responses considered

to be literal if they retold and related contents of the poem; and d) a score of 0 was given to responses
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that indicated little or no understanding of the poem. The highest possible score that could be

obtained from participating in either the teacher-directed or student-led sessions was 6. After

data from the study, showed that th i strategy led students

L o d tan th her-directed strategy. For- the teacher-

led condition, more than 60% scored between 1 and 3 while less than 40% scored between 4 and 6.
For ive learnit dition, less than 25% scored between 1 and 3 while

more than 75% scared between 4 and 6.

Despite the fact that this study was limited to a small sample, it does point out that students
can learn a great deal through small-group interactions with peers and that this type of learning is
valuable for developing higher-level thinking skills such as inferencing and interpretation. With the
heterogeneity of collaborative learning groups, the more able students are not only able to provide
ideas that catalyze but also to serve as models for higher-level thinking. While it is not the

of th i in this study that traditional ways of presenting and teaching
poetry should be totally abandoned, they do strongly advise teachers to provide opportunities for

students to apply their knowledge and i hy ll-group i ions so they can make
fuller sense of the literature they read.

A study conducted by Commeyras (1994) focuses on the idea of students posing questions
for discussions related to stories that have been read. Referring to a particular review of reading
comprehension research (Dole, Duffy, Roehler, and Pearson, 1991), questioning was identified by

the researchers as one of seven strategies used by thoughtful readers. In response to

in the literature that reading i ion should i ility for
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cuskat (Pe d Dole, 1987) and th ing i i ly discussion groups

(O’Flahavan, 1988), Commeyras undertook a research project in collaboration with a classroom
teacher and her second-grade class. The purpose of this undertaking was to explore the process of
conducting discussions in which students engaged in aspects of critical thinking and to understand
the process of moving from whole-class discussion led by an adult to small-group, student-only
discussions.

Over the course of 17 weeks, all of the 20 students in this class took part in weekly video-
taped sessions. Initially, discussions were led by adults. Following the seventh session, it was
decided to shift responsibility of what was discussed to the students. After listening to a literature

selection read to the class, students were invited to p i ich would
of opposing viewpoints. Th i ded on chart paper. Th
which di i ing vi ints. Having narrowed the list, students chose

the question they would like to discuss at length.

Based oninformal ob ) inati i it students

had a dialogue as rich in critical thinking as any which had taken place during discussions led by the
adults. The conclusion reached by Commeyras and the teacher involved was that good discussion

3 b i hi . - iti hink
estions want to think

about the issues they see as relevant and interesting.

Through interviews with students, C that ivation to leam was

enhanced in classrooms where teachers encourage self-expression, and show respect for their ideas,
opinions, and feelings .When the second-graders in this study posed and discussed their own

questions, they were iencing ities for self- ion and respect for their thoughts




and feelings.

Literature extension activities are an excellent way to complement and expand books as well
utommmﬂhmﬁmmdowy.hmwmwfmmsufm

to interact

with books and each other. Adapted from the writings. (1988, 1994), lit

activities that can lead to a vast range of responses are as follows:
* Recreate the story as a picture book, play, or television script.

« Write an introduction or dialogue.

Write a different ending or additional chapter.
* Design a new cover for the front and/or back.

* Make a poster that advertises the book.

.

‘Write diary entries from a character’s viewpoint.

Make a mural or diorama depicting scenes from the book.

« Act out part or all of the story.

« Write a letter to a book character or the author with suggestions or questions.
* Advertise the book through a commercial.

* Dress up as a character explaining his or her role.

Tlustrate the setting of the book as a poster, photo album, map, or travel brochure.

» Make a picture book or Big Book from a chapter book.

Create a dictionary for specialized language or facts found in the book.
« Write a review of the book.
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+ Research background information about the author.
* Analyze all books by one author.
« Hustrate favorite characters.
« Chart sequence of story events, including a picture and sentences to sum up each event.
-VCreazeaprojecno j iation, and ling of the book.

According to Routman, a literature extension activity is worthwhile only if it has a natural

extension to what was read, students to i htful reflection, and

hi o od from the b Activiti canbecome

boring and meaningless for students. Too much response can turn students off to a book. The most

caution is to i activities that reflect ional theory about the teaching and

learning process. Any activity needs to be chosen on the basis of how it serves a useful purpose, how
well it fits in with teaching and learning, and how it enhances students” appreciation and knowledge
of literature.

To give direction in how to present and teach poetry to children, Booth (1996) provides

information on how this genre of lit by ively dealt with at the primary level. In efforts
to elicit response from children, teachers can share poetry in the following ways:

1. Choose poetry that is enjoyable and that the children will find significant.

2. Help children to find the pleasure and satisfaction of poetry.

3. Prepare poetry in advance and explore different ways of presenting it.

4. Explain poetry at pertinent points but don’t dissect it.

5. Discuss a poem after it has been read with open-ended questions (e.g., What did you like about
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the poem? Did any particular words appeal to you?)
To create a px i for some of the ways suggested by Booth are

as follows:
o Capturing a poem on paper

Propose to children that they have been hired by the poet to illustrate his or her poem. Before
they begin, ask them to consider the message of the poem and what medium would best express it.
After deciding on the message and medium, children may work individually or in groups to compose
and illustrate the author’s views. Following completion, work may be displayed.
« Journal jottings

‘When poems are being read, children can jot down their thoughts and feelings as well as any

or associations. This i activity can provide children with material
to discuss in response to the reading of poems.
* Questioning the poem
After listening to or reading a poem, children can take time to think of questions about the

puemthattheyﬁzouldlikgwdiscusswithmheﬁ.ln ll-group di i hy ions can be

raised with peers.
* Brainstorming a title

Read a poem aloud that the children have not experienced. Before reading the poem, explain
that it will be read without its title. After listening to the poem in small groups, children brainstorm
possible titles. As a large group, a vote can be taken for the title that best suits the poem.

In the last twenty years or so, a more informal and child-friendly strain of poetry has been

published. What this means is that children have increased opportunities to experience poetry’s
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deligh feel working with thi Choosing i

to children and providing activities that they enjoy will increase their appreciation of poetry as weil
as enhance their literacy development. With this approach, it then becomes possible to reach the

ultimate goal of having students sample a wide variety of poeti d b ders of poetry.

SIGHT VOCABULARY

1t has been shown in recent studies that sight vocabulary can be effectively taught to readers
using literature with meaningful context (Simons, 1992; Sinatra, 1992). Information follows on a
discussion about the importance of sight words to the reading process followed by techniques for
developing sight vocabulary within the context of quality litecature.

© oo

When using literature with children, what kind of a role do sight words have in the reading
process? In discussing the importance of sight words, Groff (1994) writes that begjnning reading
materials need a certain number of these words to create sense and substance. This is so because
initiates to the reading process have few or no skills to decode words using phonics information.
GrofF also refers to research findings that document good readers can recognize words holistically
(Adams, 1990; Ehri, 1992). The sounding out of words is bypassed which enables the reader to go
directly from the spelling pattern of a word to its meaning.

How can sight words be acquired? Groff refers to research evidence that points out the
capacity to recognize such words is developed through repeated exposures to written words
(Samuels, Schermer, and Reinking, 1992). This is so because readers are slower in recognizing

words that they have never seen before than words they have previously encountered in print.
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Reference is also made to the recent research by Adams (1990) and Ehri (1992) that strongly states
the reader’s close observance of the spelling pattern of words is the key element in making the
transition from decoding words to reading them by sight.

WhuﬂL"'i' ion? Groffwril for beginning reader
of "preliminary” sight words should remain as few as possible initially, but at the same time be
sufficient in number to make reading meaningful. Therefore, it is a wise decision for the teacher to
make sure that these "preliminary” sight words evolve ito "authentic” ones by incorporating them
into phonics instruction at appropriate times for a careful study of their spelling patterns. So it can

b luded that thy ic i i ional spelling, ing to th

is a critical aid in reading development.

What is th i ity i k with: canbe drawn

qQuality

upon to study spelling patterns at opportune times in meaningful contexts.

Leu and Kinzer (1991) state that sight word instruction should 1ake place within meaningful
context. The reason is that children are more certain about a word’s meaning when it appears in a

sentence or phrase. There can b i look or sound alike (e.g., close/clothes,

red/read), so it is important to use context to identify words. Another reason for teaching words in
context is to approximate the reading process. Presenting words in isolation may lead children to
think that reading is simply a process of recognizing separate words. Often the result is slow,
inefficient word-by-word reading without attention to meaning. To develop sight vocabulary, the

authors suggest the following practices:
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« Integrating sight words into classroom activities

The more opportunities students have to read real texts, the more they encounter high-
frequency words. Therefore, it is important for students to read during classroom activities. Reading
promotes the development of sight vocabulary which, in turn, promotes the development of reading.
Creating a literacy environment with a prominent display of words from varied sources, including
literature, can do much to develop sight word knowledge.
« Using individualized word banks

Such word banks consist of boxes with index cards inside. Words to be learned are noted on
these cards so that one side has the word in isolation and the other side has the word in a sentence
mm,mmM&pmMMﬁm;pm.meme
originate with students themselves who decide what words need to be practiced and learned. Words
are taken from varied sources, including books read.

* Using sight word envelopes

To develop sij p prepares from varied h
as books read. For each word on paper, one side has it presented in isolation while the other side has
it presented in sentence context. The words can be practiced individually or with a partner. In
checking the students’ ability to recognize these words, a dot is made in the corner to indicate it was

correctly ized once while two dot: for correct ition twice. When all sight words are

known, they are removed from the envelope at which time the date is recorded on it.
* Traditional whole-word method
A whole-word method follows these steps: 1) new word is presented in sentence context; 2)

student is helped to read entire sentence; 3) students focus on new word as they read, spell, and
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reread it; 4) meaning of new word is checked for understanding; 5) similar words are listed; and 6)
sentence is erased except for new word which is read, spelled, and reread. Drawing students’
attention to the spelling of the word helps them to focus their attention on its visual features. Usually
no more than three or four words are dealt with in a single session. Also, some type of learning

activity to increase recognition of the word should be provided.

To conclude, a reader has to ize words quickly, and easily in order to read
effectively. So that there is a focus on making meaning with the text, the reader has to become
efficient at recognizing words with minimal effort. The more students read, the more familiar words
become which results in more efficient recognition of words.

Holding a similar view to that of the preceding authors, Graves, Watts, and Graves (1994)
state that the quickest, easiest, and most appropriate way to teach students sight words so that they
can read text is to teach them as whole words. That is, words are taught as intact units without
focusing attention on individual letters or sounds. The method is simple and straightforward - show
students the word to be learned and say it aloud so they can recognize the association between the
spoken word and the written word. Then have them say the word as they are looking at it. To
reinforce their learning, students’ attention can be drawn to the source of the word such as a book
previously read.

The author concludes that the best practice for mastering sight words is to read them
repeatedly in meaningful texts. As soon as possible, have students read the words being targeted in

all forms of literature that include big books, little books, poetry books, or any other books that they

find d enjoyabl with the words in wrif find
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is the key to ic word ition. After i ing students to words that occur
frequently in text that they find enjoyable, then it is necessary to entice them to read and reread a host

of books that contain these words.

R 1988, 1994) wri ing words in isolation, with no connection to context,

is not effective reading instruction. Many basic sight words occur repeatedly in children’s literature
and can be easily leamed in context without boring drill. One particular approach is that after a story
has been read with a group, some high-frequency words can be put on index cards. Doing so enables
readers to examine each word and pay attention to its specific letters. When reading the words,
students are expected to do so with the support of the text. They go back to the text to find the word
and read it in context, and then read it on the card. To further reinforce word identification, the
vocabulary may be used in a new context through a dictated story using innovative words. Because
the content of the story comes from the children’s own ideas, another meaningful context for
identifying words is created.

‘Having extensive experience working with literature in the classroom, Routman favors the
use of predictable books with their features of rhyme, rhythm, and repetition to develop sight
vocabulary. She states that sight vocabulary may be tanght to beginning readers using predictable
books because these materials enable readers to predict the next word or line or episode even though
they may not be able to recognize individual words. Repeated opportunities to recognize high-
frequency words in predictable contexts help children to develop a sight vocabulary that can soon be

recognized in other contexts.
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PHONICS INSTRUCTION
According to research (Clay,1991; Deford, Lyons, and Pinnell,1991; Routman,1994),
1 with text by using i These systems includk

(context), syntax (structure and grammar), and grapho-phonics (letter-sound relationships). To
achieve maximum comprehension, no area can exist in isolation from the others. Although phonics
is considered to be subordinate to semantics and syntax, it is still integral to the reading process. The

ing telates to that may be taken in the use of phonics within a
literature-based approach.

Trachtenburg (1990) proposes how these two approaches may be combined in a

manner so ics i ion i ided withi of quality children's

literature. A description of this strategy that unites phonics instruction and children's literature will
be presented initially, followed by the author's recommendations as to when and when not to use this
strategy.

Trachtenburg proposes a "whole-part-whole sequence" that integrates phonics instruction
with children's literature in the following manner: 1) whole - read, comprehend and enjoy an entire
selection of literature; 2) part - provide instruction with follow-up activities in a targeted phonic
element by drawing from or extending the selection of literature; and 3) whole - apply the new skill
to another entire selection of literature. A good source of literature to use for this purpose would be
trade books that have repeated phonic elements, such as the individual short or long vowel sounds.

‘With this approach, there arises a welcome alternative to teaching phonics in isolation.

to T phonics i ion should focus on the most important and
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regular sound-symbol ionships. She ing this B for high utility phonic
lizations. Another ion is that this approach should only be used with children
who need such ion. Through an informal diagnosi it whishdifito

to particular children. Setting up groups based on similar needs is more beneficial than offering

blanket instruction to children, some of whom may already know what is being taught.

To present a balanced approach so that students can learn about print while engaging in
authentic reading and writing, Durica (1996) makes the following recommendations:
1. Choose a book because it is one worth sharing with students.
2. Read the book and enjoy its literary features.
3. Choose selected words, phrases, or sentences from the text containing the phonetic element or
high-frequency word to be emphasized.
4. For a phonetic element, have students note commonalities among words in sentences or phrases.

“w

. For a high-frequency word, have students try to find the word as many times as possible in the

text.
6. After di: ion, present a mini-l with direct instruction on the phonetic principle or high-
frequency word chosen.

7. Return to the text with the idea of cross-checking by using the three cueing systems to determine
‘wards (e.g., meaning clues, grammar clues).
8. Demonstrate how the phonetic principle or high-frequency word is used in writing because the
processes of reading and writing support each other.
9. Implement follow-up activities for additional practice. Remember to keep these fun rather than



make them drills.
10. Use other books to reinforce or review the content of a specific lesson.

AlthoughDurica places emphasis on phonetics, she states that using this approach alone to

achieve word accuracy and ide »' ion is i ient and ineffecti is must be placed on
the interaction of the three cueing systems already noted. Because there is so much wonderful
literature available today, it should not happen that schools produce students who are capable of
reading| to do so b haveb iith little appeal. The skills

and strategies taught to students are of no importance if they will not use them to enhance their lives

with the pleasures of reading-

In discussing the role of phonics to early literacy development, Emmitt and Hornsby (1996)
write that individuals need to develop at least a rudimentary knowledge of phonics and an ability to
usethat dge. To read i i ionship between the patterns

of sounds and letters in words with the “meaning- base” of words. Therefore, the use of phonics
is most effective when used along with prior knowledge and context rather than in isolation.

So that teachers become better able to observe and interpret children's reading performances
as well as provide appropriate demonstrations and feedback, Emmitt and Hornsby recommend that
there should be instructional emphasis placed on the following categories of knowledge:

* Phonemic awareness
To develop and use phonic knowledge, children need to become attuned to the concept of

"words" and the sounds within words. Although young children pabl i iating words

that they hear, they may not be able to appreciate individual sounds in words or manipulate these
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sounds. Consideri q £ it h Alabl 4 the syllables

(i.e., onsets - initial consonant or consonant cluster; and rimes - remainder of letters often related to
rhymes), certain activities can help them to become more familiar with the workings of words.
Through stories, poems, songs, and jingles as found in quality literature selections, teachers can

involve students in such activities as those that involv it jon whereby initial are

repeated (e.g., mom, man, mop) and rhyme to point out similar sound patterns (e.g., - ook, - at, - in).
« Letter names

Itis important for children to leam the names of letters because the name of a letter is always
constant and reference can be made to it without any confusion whatsoever. A rich resource is the
many alphabet books that are available in picture form.
o Letter shapes

To develop their visual images of words, children need to learn the shapes of letters and how

they are formed. Through mani i i d well-i 'books, children can acquire this

kind of learning.
+ Consonants and common letter patterns

Used with syntactic (grammar sense) and semantic (sentence sense) information, consonants
and consonant clusters usually provide enough information for word recognition and reading for
meaning. Research indicates that readers attend to initial letters more often than other word parts,
that they attend to final letters more than medial letters, and that consonants are more important than
vowels in providing the reader with information (Adams, 1990). Therefore, teaching children to
sound out words letter by letter is unwise. Also, this practice can cause a distortion of sound so that

the word pronounced is quite different from the target word. In addition, the practice of teaching
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numerous complex vowel rules is unwise considering that they are relatively unimportant in
words. Since there i regularity and letters than there

is between single sounds and letters, it logically follows that the focus of phonics should be on this
relationship between patterns of sounds and patterns of letters. Through rich experiences of words
in context, children should gradually develop an understanding of these sound-letter patterns. Some
suggested follow-up activities include using words from literature currently being read in order to
build word charts showing common patterns or sorting words according to common patterns.
One of the main points made by Emmitt and Hornsby is that children best acquire phonic

knowledge through rich experiences with print made possible through the use of quality literature.

In this way, children are provided with ities to use their phoni The other point
‘made by them refers to the importance of focusing on the patterns between sounds and letters so that
children become able to transfer phonic knowledge to a lot of words. Therefore, it is essential that
phonics be taught according to common sound-letter patterns within the context of meaningful

literature.

In order to keep phonics in perspective so that there is not too little or too much emphasis
placed on it, Routman (1996) recommends that teachers take the following steps:

« Become knowledgeable. Make it known that phonics is taught.

Refer to pi i lications to acquire i ion about the role of phonics in the
reading process. Inform administrators and parents that phonics is included as part of teaching
literacy.

« Share information obtained about phonics with administrators, other educators and parents.
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Read, discuss, copy, and distribute any information leamed about phonics, such as strategies
or kits that may be beneficial or even questionable.
* Help parents to adopt a broad view of reading.

Tell. h: i k i hi @e. and

h: other factor. Wh ding, i should be p! liscussi d

questions to bring out the joys of books.
* Post enlarged phonics charts in the classroom.
Construct new charts each year that reflect students” needs and inquiries. Allow students to
have input by including rules and patterns that are worth learning.
s Use most of reading time to read.

Although ivities can help develop phoni i ide lots ofbooks for

reading as one of the quickest ways to help readers ize words i i and

« Tape-record conference readings with students.

Make comments offering support and suggestions to students so that later on, parents can
listen to and mode! these comments in order to help with their child’s reading at home.
« Invite parents to join in at reading time.

Have parents come in during reading time so they can see what kind of teaching goes on and

ways to support their child’s reading at home.

» Use informal, direct as ives 10 ized testing.
To ‘assure a balanced, accurate picture of students’ reading, keep records of strengths and
needs observed during the reading process (e.g., word substitutions or omissions). These results can

then be shared with individual students and parents.
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» Lobby departments of education against required courses in intensive, systematic phonics.

Speak out against educational practices that may be to the detriment of students’ learning.
While phonics is necessary to the reading-writing process, there are many ways apart from an
intensive, systematic approach for students to acquire knowledge in this area.
* Vocalize concerns about teacher education in phonics.

Be vocal about getting across the message that all aspiring teachers in education programs
be exposed to information about phonics that is based on reputable theory, research, and practice.

An earlier writing by Routman (1994) sums up what teachers need to do in order to teach
phonics meaningfully. One is to carefully observe students” daily reading and writing behaviours so

4 b ined i o h jons. The

other is to apply how students learn language processes to the teaching and acquiring of phonics. Not
to be forgotten are parents who should have an understanding of the meaningful teaching of phonics.
Teachers need to educate them about the current research and how it is being applied in the

classroom.

STORY STRUCTURE INSTRUCTION
The cognitive structure created when comprehending a story is known as a "story schema”
‘which refers to internalizing the parts of a story and the relationships among these parts. So it
logically follows that a knowledge of story structure is closely related to the process of
comprehension. Presented here is information from studies which show this close relationship
followed by descriptions of techniques which can be used to enhance awareness of story structure.
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