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Dedication


“To my husband, Brett, and our wonderful boys—Jensen, Noah, Quinn, and Jett—for their love and inspiration”


—A.B.





Introduction


Imagine this: Matthew can’t read, or not very well, anyway. He’s a “robot reader.” He pauses after almost every word and sounds like a robot—often like a struggling robot. His principal, teacher, and parents want nothing more than for his reading ability to improve, so the school purchases the most expensive program out there and provides his teacher with an extra 30 minutes daily to “remediate” him using a program recommended for that purpose. With all the money, time, and resources aimed at his success, the teacher calls him over to the table for his daily lesson. The student’s response: “Ugh.” He sighs and rolls his eyes, saying, “My stomach hurts! Can I go to the nurse?” He then makes numerous attempts to disengage, and his effort level is low.


Why Remedial Reading Programs Often Don’t Work


Now, I don’t care how great the program is supposed to be at bringing students like Matthew up to grade level. It’s not likely to work if it doesn’t deal effectively with what’s preventing Matthew’s progress: his attitude and lack of motivation. Until now, there hasn’t been a program on the market that targets attitude and motivation while combining research-based strategies that are proven to be successful.


Teachers with struggling readers in their class worry that those students are falling behind and may not be able to catch up. Parents of struggling readers lie awake at night wondering how to help their children become better readers—for good reason. It’s hard not to worry when you read reports that a staggering 67 percent of American fourth graders can’t read grade-level text and that 85 percent of all juvenile offenders have reading problems (Forbes, 2010). It’s apparent that left uncorrected, illiteracy can have lifelong detrimental effects. But what’s the solution?


How to Help Struggling Readers Improve


The key to solving this illiteracy epidemic lies in correctly identifying the root of the problem. As a reading specialist who has worked with thousands of students over the last decade, I can tell you that 90 percent of the problem is that kids don’t like to do things that bore them, frustrate them, and expose them to ridicule. Kids who are forced to do reading exercises they don’t like don’t try to become better readers—instead, they put out very little effort, which causes them to show very little improvement, if any. But unfortunately, most standard reading-remediation programs use reading texts that come across to struggling readers as overwhelming and/or boring, and that causes the attitude problems and dismal results we see today.


A few years ago, I realized that we were not dealing with some complex algorithm that we’d have to spend oodles of money on to solve. As I looked through catalogs of reading-remediation programs, I realized that none of them were addressing the attitude problem I describe above. So I decided to create my own program that combined entertaining texts kids couldn’t put down with a variety of research-based strategies designed to improve struggling readers’ skills. My program accomplishes this goal by doing one simple thing: MAKING READING FUN!



Entertaining Poems Turn Strugglers into Readers


That’s when I tried using Bruce Lansky’s entertaining, kid-tested poems as texts for reading lessons. The students had so much fun reading and practicing their performance of the poems that they didn’t realize they were enjoying something they used to hate. Breaking down the 30 minutes devoted to each reading lesson into several short activities kept the students alert and highly engaged. By the end of each lesson, they could master a poem—reading it fluently with expression, phrasing, and intonation, and fully comprehending its meaning. Then, after they’d learned to read a new poem each day, Monday through Thursday—it was SHOWTIME! In the students’ minds, they had been rehearsing for a big Friday Grand Finale at which they could show off their newfound skills and performing talent.


The results were nothing short of amazing! These lessons changed the students’ attitude from “Forget about it” to “Let’s do this!” The lessons also turned the students’ fear of failure into “Once you get the hang of it, reading can be fun!”


It’s not often that remedial-reading students ask to be excused from recess in order to practice reading, and if I hadn’t witnessed it myself, I wouldn’t have believed it. I was floored when a few students came up to me right before recess to ask if they could stay in my classroom so they could rehearse their new poems. Now, instead of avoiding reading, they were reading during their spare time. Many of the previously least motivated readers were now reading on the school bus because they were so determined to succeed.


Learning how to read is arguably the hardest thing anyone ever learns how to do, and my new reading program worked because it attacked the attitude problem head-on. It also attacked the students’ lack of basic reading skills head-on, and by giving students an incentive to nail down a great performance on Friday, it made them hungry for any help I could give them.


A Reading Intervention That Actually Works


When I thanked Bruce Lansky in person for his poems and shared my story and success with him, we realized that it would be crazy to keep this successful approach to reading improvement a secret. We decided to make it available to every teacher and parent who is searching for a program that actually works.


This book is that program! Hopefully, you’ll find that it’s the program you’ve been searching for. In the pages that follow, you’ll find research on fluency and the strategies we use to maximize reading improvement. Following that is eight weeks’ worth of Bruce Lansky’s kid-tested poetry, combined with detailed lesson plans. These lesson plans come complete with ways to activate background knowledge (which maximizes the brain’s ability to connect and harness new knowledge), and they also come with highlighted vocabulary terms with child-friendly definitions. These lessons also provide entertaining performance tips by Bruce Lansky, which are based on techniques Bruce uses when he performs at schools and conferences from coast to coast. Using these performance tips, children will enjoy learning how to entertain their audience by using simple props, action-packed gestures, and entertaining sound effects.


We’ve also included Stephen Carpenter’s clever illustrations that help students and teachers picture what’s funny about each poem. The illustrations will help students who are visual learners bring even more of the humor of the poems into their performances. Plus, as an added bonus for teachers and parents, we’ve included an Oral Reading Rubric and a Presentation Rubric that will help children see their progress over time.


Here’s the bottom line: All excellent readers are excellent because they have clocked many hours of reading. They read because they enjoy it, and they enjoy it because it is entertaining and fun. Bruce and I agree that there needs to be a reading revolution. We want to let teachers and parents know that the best way to help children improve their reading is to make the improvement process fun rather than boring, repetitive, embarrassing, and counterproductive.


Our idea is simple: Use engaging and entertaining poems (a.k.a. Giggle Poetry) and turn the practice sessions into creative and freewheeling rehearsals. Before they start reading a poem about flies in the kitchen, if kids can mime the act of swatting flies that are buzzing around their head and landing on their arms and legs, they will get into the spirit of performing the poem rather than robotically reading it. If students start their performance by miming their battle against the flies, it will get their audience laughing before they read a single word, and it will reward the performers for their creativity.


Teachers and parents, our “reading revolution” boils down to this simple idea: If you help your students and children discover the fun of reading, you will have a classroom or living room full of kids who love and excel at reading.


Our Amazing Results


But how do we know this program works? After eight weeks of using this combination of hilarious poems and proven strategies, the students who participated were given a post-assessment. They were scored on how accurately they read words, their ability to decode words quickly, and their comprehension of text. An amazing 95 percent of students showed marked improvement in their fluency (as determined by their reading rate). Additionally, 86 percent improved their accuracy rates or decoding ability, and 90 percent had substantial gains in comprehension.


A key measurement of fluency progress is the number of correct words a child can read per minute as compared to the child’s pretest level before the reading program began. In 2013, my second grade students learned 4.6 new correct words per minute per week. This is almost four times the expected rate of improvement. (See test results on page 88.)


Not only did this intervention improve my students’ reading ability, but it helped our school’s reading scores as a whole. In 2010, the reading scores on the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT) improved dramatically, bringing our school’s rating to an A for the first time. In 2011, the gains were even higher, and our school achieved the honor of having one of the highest-percentage reading gains in the county. In 2013, Buswell’s second grade students increased the number of correct words they could read per minute by almost four times the expected amount.


After sharing this success with Bruce Lansky, we decided to fine-tune the lessons and make them easily adaptable for parents wanting to improve their children’s reading ability in the comfort of their own home.





Research on Fluency


What Is Reading Fluency?


According to the National Reading Panel (2000, 3-1), fluency is reading text “with speed, accuracy, and proper expression.” Once it is fully developed, the ability to read fluently refers to a reading rate and a level of reading accuracy at which decoding is almost effortless; at which oral reading is smooth and accurate, with correct prosody (expression); and at which maximum energy and focus can be allocated to comprehension (Wolf and Katzir-Cohen, 2001). Fluency is essentially the bridge between the ability to identify words quickly and the ability to understand the text. If students can read fluently, they can focus most of their attention on the meaningful and enjoyable aspects of reading (Johns and Berglund, 2006).


Reading Strategies Included in This Program


Repeated Reading


In each lesson, students will read the selected poem a minimum of five times. When students become fluent at reading, they can devote maximum attention to comprehension. They can achieve this automaticity by reading the same text several times (Rasinski, 2003). With each practice reading of a passage (or a poem, in this case), students read with greater accuracy, speed, and comprehension. Samuels (1979) found that once students mastered one passage, they performed with greater accuracy on their first reading of a new passage at the same level of text difficulty and required fewer practices to achieve mastery of the new passage.


Sustained Silent Reading


Sustained silent reading (SSR) provides an opportunity for students to build fluency through regular opportunities for practice. This develops rapid, flexible word-identification skills, builds vocabulary, and improves overall reading achievement (Pearson and Fielding, 1991).



Modeled Reading


For Teachers: Through the use of modeled reading, students learn what “good” reading sounds like. They need to hear proficient, fluent model voices that they can compare themselves to as they learn to monitor their oral reading ability. You, as their literacy teacher, are their model of excellent reading. They want to sound like you. During modeled reading, it’s highly beneficial to incorporate the “think-aloud” technique, in which you explain your thinking while you are reading. For example, you may point out how you slowed down while reading a certain line to create a feeling of sadness or how you added a gesture to create humor or make the text come alive.


For Parents: This strategy answers the question: How will my child know when he is a good reader? Children need a goal or a target to shoot for when learning to read. When they sound like you, they will consider themselves successful. Your oral reading voice is their target. When you read aloud for them, you want them to hear and notice how you raise and lower your voice, speed up and slow down, etc. At the end of your modeled reading, ask your child if he noticed the mood you tried to create (e.g., excitement, fear, sadness). If you want to take it up a notch for a more entertaining and/or challenging goal, add sound effects and gestures to your reading. Try to remember to discuss these behaviors. Just because you include certain behaviors doesn’t mean your child is aware of your deliberate intention to include them or your thought process in deciding which behaviors to include and when.


Shared Reading


This is precisely what it sounds like: more than one person sharing the responsibility and joy of reading. Shared reading is often used as an umbrella term for small variations in the way the text is shared. Below, you’ll learn about several shared reading activities, all of which are included in the lessons.


Echo Reading


In this activity, the teacher or parent models reading small chunks of text (in this case, one or two lines of a poem) for the child, and the child then imitates or “echoes” the teacher or parent by reading the text and copying the way the teacher or parent reads it. The child will try to use the same voice, speed, expression, etc. as the parent or teacher, with support given as needed. This activity helps build good phrasing and expression, and it also builds confidence with reading text that might otherwise be too difficult (Allington, 2001; Gillet, Temple, and Crawford, 2004).



Choral Reading


For Teachers: Choral reading is the process of a group of students and their teacher all reading a text in unison. It helps build reading confidence and extends enjoyment of the reading process (Opitz and Rasinski, 1998). It also nurtures collaboration among students and helps students feel like successful readers. In a choral reading activity, everyone participating has access to the text. The teacher and students share the oral reading of a text, and everyone is expected to try their best to read it accurately—with expression and at the same pace at which the teacher, as their model, is reading. If time permits and you notice that several students had difficulty with a certain word, take a few seconds to discuss the letter combination within the troublesome word, explain the sound it makes, and try to relate it to a similar-sounding word with the same letter pattern. This is NOT part of choral reading, but it’s a great teachable moment.


For Parents: During a choral reading activity, you and your child will read together. You may look at the same copy of the text, or you may have your own separate copies. This activity is highly effective, and if you do it a few times in a row, you will notice immediate improvement in your child’s ability to read the text accurately and at your pace. You might need to read a little slower than you normally would the first time, so as not to discourage him, and that’s perfectly fine. If you do this, you should slowly increase your rate with each reading. Tell your child to stop and listen if/when he comes to a word he doesn’t know, and then resume reading after that word. Then, at the end of the poem, go back and take a look at one or two words he had trouble with. Discuss the troublesome letter combination(s) within the word(s) and the sounds those combinations make, and try to point out other words that have a similar letter-and-sound pattern.


For example, suppose your child gets stuck on the word sleigh. Ask him, “Which letters are confusing?”


He will likely say, “The e, i, g, and h.”


You would then explain, “That really is a difficult letter combination! It makes the /aye/ sound. It’s like the words eight and neighbor.”


If you have paper and pen handy, write out the words eight and neighbor so he can see the similarity.



Buddy/Paired Reading


For Teachers: Originally developed for use by a parent and child, paired reading is also a successful technique when used in the classroom (Topping, 1989). In this exercise, the tutor or more capable reader reads chorally with the students, giving support when needed. This practice can also be done with two students who are paired up as they practice reading new text—this is how paired reading is intended for use in this program. This activity improves accuracy and comprehension, and students truly enjoy it. It is a low-pressure way for them to practice reading and performing aloud before they do it in front of the entire group. Each student’s buddy can help him or her with unknown words and give helpful feedback that will let him or her gain enough confidence to perform the poem in front of the group.


For Parents: In this exercise, YOU are your child’s “buddy.” As you listen to your child read, you’ll help him prepare for his performance by giving helpful feedback and any support he still needs. By acting as your child’s buddy, you create a friendly, positive learning atmosphere that is quite different from and much more productive than interacting with your child as a seemingly judgmental “parent.” It’s very important that you try to have fun with the poem and your child!
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