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I’ve known how to read for almost four years now . . .
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arly one year, we asked Year 4 students to think about their growth
as readers and to write about their reading lives. We smiled as we read
Courtney’s words, but they started us thinking. Courtney wrote, “I’ve
known how to read for almost four years now … ” Courtney was proud
of how far she had come as a reader. In those four years, she had moved from
being a non-reader to being a very good reader of many texts. However, we
know that four years is only the beginning of her life as a reader. Courtney’s
comment reminds us that students in the upper primary year levels have not
been reading for very long. We can’t possibly expect them to have learned all
that they need to know about understanding complex texts in such a short
time.
Teachers in the upper primary year levels face realistic fears about the
teaching of reading. First of all, many of us received relatively little training
in how to teach reading. We might not feel as capable as primary teachers
in this area. The public still believes that in Years F–2 we teach children how
to read and in Years 3–6 our students read to learn. The implication is that at
the upper primary levels, time spent teaching children how to read is time
not well spent. The assumption is that students in these years should be
focused on learning content – they should already know how to read.
Laura Robb (2002), in an article for Scholastic Instructor, questions our
past practices and encourages us to rethink the teaching of reading in the
upper primary years. “For years,” she writes, “many primary and middle
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school teachers have shaped their teaching practices around the deeply
rooted myth of ‘Learning to Read and Reading to Learn’ … Although the
myth and the practices associated with it do not by any means tell the entire
reading story, they have influenced reading instruction in many classrooms
for years. The problem? The myth and its practices aren’t working. What
many researchers have now shown is that for all children, learning to read
and reading to learn should be happening simultaneously and continuously,
from preschool through primary school – and perhaps beyond” (p. 23).
Our older readers still have much to learn about reading. It makes sense
that students in Years 3– 6 need more instruction. The texts they are reading
are becoming much more complex and sophisticated. As readers, they will
be asked to think through complex themes, analyse characters and respond
at higher levels. For these students to grow as readers, they need more
instruction. We can’t assume that the skills our students learned in Years F–2
will carry them through their lives as readers. They are ready for new skills
and more independence.
As teachers of readers in the upper primary years, we have learned that
students at this level can really benefit from our teaching skills and strategies
they can use on their own as they read, rather than continuing to rely on
adults to model and guide them through the reading process, as they have
done in earlier year levels.

Meeting New Challenges in Reading
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The children who enter our classrooms have had support and instruction
that built a foundation for their early reading experiences. They are accustomed to reading books that clearly build success for the reader from the first
page on. Here, for example, is the start of Junie B. Jones and the Stupid Smelly
Bus, a book for early readers, by Barbara Park.

2

My name is June B. Jones. The B stands for
Beatrice. Except I don’t like Beatrice. I just
like B. and that’s all.
I’m almost six years old.
Almost six is when you get to go to kindergarten.
Kindergarten is where you go to meet new friends and
not watch T.V.
My kindergarten is the afternoon kind.
Today was my first day of school. I’d been
to my room before, though. Last week, Mother
took me there to meet my teacher. (p. 1)
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Preparing for
Thoughtful Instruction
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Our room is kind of surrounded by bookshelves. Pick your space
in the middle of the room and whenever you need a book walk to
the edge, find the right basket and get your book. It feels like a
base of operations. You can use that base for anything you want.
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very year, we return to school with plans for setting up our classrooms.
In our heads, we’ve pictured what we might do with all the furniture,
how our library could be organised and where our meeting space will
be. Every year we want to design the best space to support and extend
our students’ learning.
Karen remembers the year she worked for weeks to create the perfect
classroom arrangement. Books were arranged to be accessible throughout
the classroom, student desks were clustered in tables, a comfortable reading
space took up one corner of the classroom, a table was set up as the science
centre and a welcome mat was placed just inside the classroom door. Bulletin
board space was planned so that each child had a place to post pictures, articles and personal artefacts. The whole classroom was designed to be inviting
and engaging.
The week school was to begin, Karen walked into her classroom to find
four brand-new computers and a computer table sitting in the middle of the
room. She had to quickly rethink her classroom arrangement and still maintain the climate and purpose of her thoughtfully planned environment.
Setting up a daily schedule organising materials, designing bulletin
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boards and creating a floor plan for the room at the beginning of the year
are always challenging. Although we are committed to literacy instruction,
we are also committed to the other areas of the curriculum. We know that
we need to make the classroom library accessible and inviting for our students, but we also want the maths and science materials to be accessible and
appealing. We know that we need big blocks of time to teach reading, but
we cannot sacrifice maths, science or humanities and social sciences instruction in order for that to happen. When setting up the classroom and the
daily schedule, we think about priorities. What are the things that we won’t
compromise? What do we consider the most important things? What are the
implications for scheduling and room design?
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Making the Most of Our Space
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I think it is good to have the option to read in different places
because if you are someone who likes to read in a comfortable
place or alone, you can choose the beanbag or your desk. Some
other people might like to read together or in the same spot.
Ben
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The room has comfortable places
for independent reading.
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I heard other people sharing their thinking and it helped me to
build on my thinking.
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e’re in a busy reading workshop one morning in Franki’s Year 4 classroom. Franki gathers a group of four students together to talk about
how to recognise a change in setting as they read. She knows these
particular students struggle with this issue in their independent reading because of the conversations she has had with them during individual
conferences. Before she begins working with the group, she announces to
the rest of the class, “This is a group that is going to work on finding clues
for when the setting changes in a story. Who else thinks they need to join
us?” From across the room a boy calls out that he wants to join the group.
Another girl walks over and silently joins the circle as Franki begins to talk
with them about changes in setting and hands out texts to read. Together,
the group starts finding places in the text where they get confused about the
setting and looks for clues in the text that would signal a change in setting.
Our goal is to be at this point by March in our reading workshops. At
this point, we are using assessments and observations of our students to know
what skills to focus on in groups. We have goals for each of our students and
our students know enough about their own needs as readers to join a group
that is working on a reading skill that they too need help with. Through
instruction, planning, assessment and observation, we have come to know
our students well enough to match what our students need with what we
teach. There is a comfortable, relaxed feel to our whole-group instruction,
the flexible groups form and change regularly and the individual conferences result in productive conversations with students about their reading.
We make better instructional decisions when we know our students
well. Before our discussions later in this chapter about planning lessons and
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organising groups, we begin with our beliefs about assessment, planning and
instruction in upper primary classrooms.
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In the United States, our region requires us to give standardised testing, the
Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA), in order to gain insights about
our students as readers. This assessment tool has students choose a book, make
predictions about the book, read the book and respond to it. Teachers take a
running record of each child reading and listen to their retelling of the story
to determine an accurate level of comprehension. The DRA is an excellent
assessment tool that provides some direction for teachers as they plan instruction. But it is just one piece of information about our students as readers.
Recently, we had conversations with two students, Anthony and
Sarah, each of whom measured at level 40 on the DRA scale. If we considered
only the level from this assessment tool to plan instruction, we might place
both students in the same group and assume they needed the same instruction. In addition to administering the DRA, however, we also interviewed
each student. The interviews were simply informal chats. We didn’t sit with
a clipboard of questions next to us and check them off as we asked them,
though we did have a list of questions as a guide. These questions included
the following:
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How would you describe yourself as a reader?
What are you currently reading?
What kinds of things do you like to read?
What kinds of things do you not like to read?
What are you going to read next?
How do you choose the books you read?
What do you do when you get stuck?
What do you do when you start to read each day?
How do you keep track of the characters in the books you are
reading?
What kind of reading is easy for you?
What kind of reading is hard for you?

58

These questions help us discover more about the strengths, habits, attitudes and needs of our students. Early in the year, we do not ask students to
read aloud to us. We wait a few weeks until they have realised that reading
is about more than getting the words right. If we were to ask our students to
read aloud to us before we had time to learn about the other aspects of their
reading, we would reinforce the notion that our main goal for them as read-
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Strategy Lesson: Sketching for Deeper Understanding
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Why We Teach It: Many students are taught the strategy of visualising before they reach the upper primary years. We want to support
this strategy as a way for them to comprehend text and we want to
extend it by helping our students see how the text can help them to
visualise. We know that writing helps our students clarify and extend
their thinking. We want them to see that sketching can also help them
extend their thinking and better understand what they read.
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Possible Anchor Books: Holes by Louis Sachar and Chapter 8 of
Stanley Yelnats’s Survival Guide to Camp Green Lake by Louis Sachar.
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How We Teach It: Following a read-aloud of Holes by Louis Sachar,
we read Chapter 8, “How to Dig a Hole,” from Stanley Yelnats’s Survival
Guide to Camp Green Lake, also by Louis Sachar. In this chapter, Stanley
describes the steps necessary for digging a hole at Camp Green Lake.
After reading the chapter together, we ask students to sketch a picture
of someone at Camp Green Lake digging a hole based on Stanley’s
directions. We ask them to use as much information from the text as
possible. When they are finished drawing, we ask them to go back into
the text and highlight the phrases or sentences that are represented
in their sketch. They can also label those parts on the sketch with the
language from the text. (See Figure 6.5.)
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Strategy Lesson: Talking About Word Choice
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Why We Teach It: Students often encounter words or phrases that
are used in a way that they haven’t encountered before. Often these
phrases are used in a poetic way that helps the reader compare one
thing to another.
Possible Anchor Books: Creatures of Earth, Sun, and Sky, a collection
of poems by Georgia Heard.
How We Teach It: Our favourite poems for teaching this lesson are
from Georgia Heard’s Creatures of Earth, Sun, and Sky. The poems in
this book are not difficult to read, but they are great examples to use
in introducing students to descriptive language and words used in
new ways. We often start with the poem “Dragonfly”. After reading
and enjoying the poem together, we ask students to find words that
the author used in different or surprising ways. We look at each of the
words and re-read parts of the poem to determine what the author
meant by using the word or phrase.
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Figure 6.5 Sketches based on
“How to Dig a Hole”.
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Follow-Up: Using Heard’s poems allows us to begin to talk with our
students about ways authors use words in new ways. Our students will
encounter words and phrases used in unfamiliar ways in all genres. We
are always on the lookout for fiction and nonfiction texts in which
authors use language in interesting ways. We continue our conversation about word use throughout the year.
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