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ow many of us have lamented, “If I only knew then what I know now
about teaching reading, I would have done such a better job of teaching
so-and-so to read.” There is no going back, of course, but thank goodness
for all the research and understanding that has become available to us in the
literacy field in recent years. If you could rewind to see us fifteen or more years
ago, you would see some very different teaching going on. Just as we have made
great gains in the past decades, so too have all teachers made changes in their
thinking throughout their careers. And there’s always room for more growth.
We found that the more we layered our knowledge about reading process, the
better equipped we became for teaching readers who struggle with that process.
We titled this book Catching Readers Before They Fall because we do not want
any child to have to struggle with the process of learning to read. We strongly
believe in the power of quality literacy instruction and effective early intervention that provides safety nets for readers who struggle. Although many safety nets
(Reading Recovery, Levelled Literacy Intervention, special programs, and coaches
or specialists who provide extra literacy instruction) already exist in some schools
and systems, we would argue that the strongest safety net of all is the classroom
teacher.
There is no silver bullet when working with struggling readers. At times
the teaching is quite challenging. Each child is a potential new puzzle, and we
must remain active learners in order to solve these puzzles. We realise how hard
teachers already work day in and day out. We hope to ease that load by sharing
our knowledge about reading process and sharing our experiences with teaching struggling readers in the classroom. Our intent is that the information,
scenarios and examples in this book will broaden your vision of what reading
process is and how it all comes together as children are learning to read. In
turn, this will help you provide a safety net for catching the readers in your
classroom before they fall.
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Starting from What We Know and Believe
In Debbie Miller’s recent book, Teaching with Intention (2008), she talks about
teachers clarifying their beliefs and letting their practice flow from there. By
doing this we teach with intention and purpose, know why we are doing what
we do in our classrooms, and have direction and goals clear in our heads
before we begin to teach.
We begin this book by presenting our beliefs about teaching reading to
primary students, keeping struggling readers constantly in our minds since
they are the most challenging of all.
We Believe
❁ By expanding one’s knowledge of reading process in all its complexity,
any teacher can increase his or her repertoire of teaching reading to children who struggle.
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❁ A major problem for children who struggle is that they are not putting
a reading process system together in their heads to help them read with
understanding and fluency.
❁ Learning about reading process is done best by observing children while
they read, by talking with colleagues, and by reflecting on our own reading process.
❁ Knowing how to teach, that is, using explicit modelling and gradual release
of responsibility, is just as important as the literacy knowledge we acquire.
❁ It is important to be aware of our language and a child’s response to it in
order to teach effectively.
❁ Observation and assessment should drive our instruction as we build on
students’ known skills and strategies in order to help them integrate new
learning.
❁ Classrooms should be incredibly safe places where every student feels
respected and valued; where it’s okay to make a mistake; and where it’s
acceptable by all to have strengths and weaknesses that may be different
from other students in the classroom community.
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We realise this is a long list. Believe us when we say we really did cut it down!
A funny thing happened when we listed our beliefs that build the foundation of this book. Despite several months of day-long conversations about what
to include in our book and which examples we would use to illustrate certain
points, it was when we sat down to write out our beliefs that we realised – this is
it! This is what we want our book to say to teachers.
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A Few Dos and Don’ts for Reading This Book
Teachers talking and learning together is what energises and motivates us to do
our best work with children. By remaining lifelong learners, we all risk making
ourselves vulnerable. At times, grappling with new ideas or living with unanswered questions is what helps us grow and become better teachers of reading.
Occasionally we even have to question what we’ve always believed to be true. As
you begin our book, we hope you feel the same. We would like to offer a few
dos and don’ts to encourage you to read on:
❁ Do construct your own theory of how children learn to read as you make
your way through our text. Keep your theory tentative, since it will change
as you acquire new thoughts and gain new insights while teaching your
students, struggling readers or otherwise.
❁ Don’t back off because you heard the words “complex theory” or “reading
process”. Paulo Freire (2005) tells us to have courage and face our fears.
“One of the most dreadful mistakes we can possibly make as we study,
either as students or as teachers, is to retreat before the first obstacle we
face” (52).
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❁ Used assessment to guide their instructional
decisions
❁ Chose a book that fit the children and the
focus
❁ Modelled with specific language exactly what
they wanted the children to do
❁ Set up an opportunity for the children to
practise
❁ Offered sensitive guidance during practice time
❁ Knew which student to keep by her side (in Carrie’s case) for extra support
❁ Made notes afterward about what happened and how the students did.
These notes will help them plan the next step of instruction.
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Think about your day. When did
you feel you were working within
a particular child’s or group’s
ZPD? When you became aware
of a child struggling because the
material was too far out of his or her reach,
what did you do? What else could you have
done differently?

ZPD at Home
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The most important point to take away from these examples is this: When
you know your students well, you can create ZPD opportunities for teaching
and learning.
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Parents know their children well. Some parents are natural teachers in that
they know exactly how much challenge their child can handle without becoming frustrated, what to say to support their child’s learning of a task, and when
to back off and let the child discover something for himself or herself. It might
serve us well in education to take hints from what some parents do well.
Our friend Lisa Merkel recently shared a story of how she helped her
son, two-year-old Zachary, decide how to get his shoes on correctly. Although
he was able to get his Crocs on by himself, he ran into trouble getting them on
the right feet. She taught him to put the shoes side by side on the floor one
way, take a good look, and then put them the other way and take another good
look (see photos). She used language to support his noticing. When they were
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together the wrong way, she helped him notice the big space on top and how
the tops of the shoes curved out. But when they were together the right way,
the tops curved towards each other.
Zachary soon was getting those Crocs on the correct feet in a jiffy! Pat
jokingly asked when she’d be teaching him how to tie his laces. And she said,
“That’ll be a while yet!” We noted how easily she knew which task was within
his zone of proximal development and which was out of his reach.
Think about a time you have helped a child learn to do something new
at home. Perhaps it was a household chore or a simple art craft. Or have you
taught a child to ride a bike, dive off the diving board or play a sport? Think
about the language you used while teaching the task, how you modelled it and
let the child try it with your support, and how you slowly turned over responsibility to the child.
David Wood, in his book How Children Think and Learn (1998), presented
a study he did of mothers teaching a particular puzzle construction to their
three- and four-year-olds. Wood’s example illustrates how Vygotsky’s beliefs
differed from Piaget’s, the popular educational theorist of the 1920s. Piaget
believed that a child’s learning was limited by certain stages of development.
Vygotsky disagreed, saying that though the child was not able to do the task
alone, he could possibly learn to do it independently if he learned from, and
was supported by, an experienced other.
Wood chose a task that children under the age of seven were not able
to perform independently. It involved building a pyramid out of twenty-one
wooden blocks that had various pegs and holes in them. Then he asked several
mothers to teach this task to their three- and four-year-olds. As Pat read the
study, she thought, “Whoa, if seven-year-olds couldn’t do it, how were the mothers supposed to teach three- and four-year-olds?”
To her surprise, many of the children were eventually successful in performing the task alone. Wood carefully studied what the mums did in the
teaching phase. He was looking to see what worked and what didn’t.
Two factors definitely did not work. The mums who first tried to show
the child how to do the entire task without letting the child become involved
seemed to overload the child. Other mums, who depended solely on verbal
directions, also frustrated their children.
On the other hand, there were certain factors that led to success:
❁ Raising the interest level by letting the child play with the pieces before
beginning the task, and showing them how the pegs and holes fit together
❁ Simplifying problems by selecting some pieces and moving others aside
❁ Using language to point out or name a feature that the child needed to
take into account
❁ Offering more help as soon as the child began to struggle
❁ Pulling back on assistance when the child was managing a part of the task
alone
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Heavy-Handed

Spotlighting

Teacher introduction: We’ve been
studying different strategies that
readers use. This week I’m going to
teach you about visualising. Visualising
is when you make pictures in your
mind as you read. Listen to me read
this poem, and I’ll tell you about the
pictures I’m getting in my mind.

Teacher gives time for students to
talk about how the strategy helps
them understand a particular part of
a story, poem or article during shared
demonstrations and guided practice.
The teacher also uses assessment and
observation while the students read
independently to find evidence that the
students have taken on the strategy or
behaviour.

The teacher treats the strategy as the
end goal in and of itself. He or she
offers practice time on texts to “do”
the strategy rather than emphasising
meaning making of texts. The
assessment is done on tasks the child
performs at the request of the teacher
rather than on the strategy use during
the child’s independent reading.
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Teacher introduction: I’m going to read
this poem on the overhead projector
and you can follow along. I’d really like
to understand this poem as well as I
can. One thing I try when I’m reading
is to make a picture in my mind of
what the words make me think of. I’ll
think out loud about the images I’m
getting in my mind and see if that helps
me understand this poem.
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Spotlighting Versus
Heavy-Handed Teaching
of Strategies
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to use meaning, structure and visual information quickly and without much
conscious attention. But their processing is usually slow and deliberate before it
becomes fast and fluent. It’s the same with teaching comprehension strategies.
Some children need us to walk them through how a reader actually makes connections, questions or visualises as he or she reads. Eventually we want students
to use those strategic actions quickly, but again, for some students, the processing may need to be done slowly and deliberately before it speeds up.
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What Good Strategy Instruction Looks Like
Given the popularity of certain texts, DVDs and workshops on the topic of
teaching comprehension strategies, we’d guess that every teacher has at least
one “making connections” lesson up his or her sleeve. We are therefore assuming that the readers of this text have had some experience with developing lessons focusing on a particular strategy. The sidebar on the next page lists many
books that contain well-written lesson ideas.
It is easy for teachers to copy comprehension strategy lessons; imitation
is certainly a possible place to begin. In time, as teachers gain further understanding about the integrated reading process system, they will become more
adept at assessing students’ reading to decide which kind of strategy support is
needed by which students at any given time.
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