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This book is dedicated to my parents, Bernice and Jerome Lanse, who filled my childhood with books and set me on the path to becoming a teacher and author. This book is also for my grandfather, Harry Saunders, for the endless supply of comic books that helped set my youthful imagination on fire.


INTRODUCTION

At Long Last: A Training Manual for Parents 

Kids don’t come with an owner’s manual. Right? We’ve all heard it and most of us believe it. There are no easy answers to many of life’s challenges—and parenting is one of the greatest challenges of all. So it might surprise you to know that when it comes to reading there are answers. Scientific answers. Research-based answers. Learning to read and to think critically about books is not a matter of luck and it’s not a matter of genetics. Your child can learn to read; what’s more, you can (and must) become your child’s best teacher. That’s right: The power to change your child’s educational future lies with you. I have the knowledge and the expertise to show you how to make it happen. 

For generations, our nation has had a crisis in reading. Today, getting kids to read is more critical than ever. Manufacturing jobs have gone overseas and the void has been filled by jobs that require dramatically elevated levels of literacy and intellectual flexibility. Under the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, the federal law designed to improve primary and secondary school education, slow progress has begun, but schools can’t do it alone.

My fellow parents, I say to you: We all have to help. We have to become actively involved in our children’s education if they are to succeed in life. No matter how well your local school functions, nothing can replace the support and guidance that you can provide. If your local school is not functioning well, then your help is needed even more. I can assist you. This book contains a series of strategies that can transform children, at any age, into skilled readers and critical thinkers.

Parents, I say to you: Your kids are already smart. You just need the techniques to unlock their potential. I’ll teach them to you. Teachers, I say to you: If you want to join the battle, learn the same strategies and use them in your classroom.

No Child Left Behind recognizes parental involvement as a key factor in educational success. The U.S. Department of Education’s Parental Involvement Report tells us:



Three decades of research provide convincing evidence that parents are an important influence in helping their children achieve high academic standards. When schools collaborate with parents to help their children learn and when parents participate in school activities and decision-making about their children’s education, children achieve at higher levels. In short, when parents are involved in education, children do better in school.



Parental involvement is more than just checking homework and more than just reading aloud. There are many activities that can support learning. You can prepare your child for success practically from infancy. The most successful school children enter school prepared by their parents and they continue to get parental support throughout their school years.

The U.S. Department of Education tells us:



By the age of four, children from higher socio-economic families have been exposed to 45 million words, whereas children from lower socio-economic families have only been exposed to 13 million words. These differences in exposure to language through parent-child interactions during early childhood have a strong influence on later reading and school achievement.



While it is true that children from middle-class and wealthy families do better in school, this does not mean that all middle-class children do well. A review of Department of Education statistics tells us that in every state of the union, 50 percent or higher of children from all backgrounds fail to achieve reading proficiency. One can speculate on why this problem affects even the well-to-do. Perhaps increased time at work and less time spent with family affects many children of privilege. Maybe it’s the stress of modern living that interferes with learning. You will learn much in this book about the dangers of childhood stress and how to handle it. Whatever the reason, one thing is clear. American children from all walks of life are struggling with reading and critical thinking.

The more support a child gets at home, the more proficient she’ll become at reading and at learning in general. All families from all backgrounds can benefit from the knowledge contained in this book. Schools are important, but make no mistake about it: Parental support or the lack of it has far-reaching consequences.

In April 2000, the National Reading Panel released a report that identified the five key abilities of effective reading instruction. They are: 

1. Phonemic awareness

2. Phonics 

3. Fluency 

4. Growing vocabulary 

5. Comprehension 

Briefly, phonemic awareness is the ability to hear the sounds and sound combinations. The term phonics refers to the explicit teaching of the connection between sounds and written symbols (letters and letter combinations). For example, phonics teaches that the c in cat is pronounced differently from the c in face and that the e in face, while silent, influences the pronunciation of the word.

Fluency is the ability to read a passage smoothly, easily, and with expression. A fluent reader recognizes the rise and fall and changes of tone in a reading passage. Vocabulary instruction, the National Reading Panel tells us, should be taught both directly, in school vocabulary exercises, and indirectly, through lots of childhood experiences reading interesting stories and learning about the world. In this book you will learn a lot about how to give your child a wide knowledge of the world and, consequently, a broad vocabulary. This will benefit your child at every stage of life up to and including college.

Comprehension is a reader’s ability to understand the meaning of a book, a play, an article, a poem. This is a very complex human skill involving many different types of thinking processes. Many parents are familiar with programs that address the first two topics listed above: phonemic awareness and phonics. Programs like Hooked on Phonics do a great job developing these skills. There are far fewer resources available to parents who want to build vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension skills. That’s where I come in. Read Well, Think Well is for parents—and teachers—who want to help children build vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension.

Gone are the days when a youngster could leave high school and support a family by going to work in a factory. Today, the ability to read critically is a basic economic necessity—a survival skill. An unwritten rule of modern American economics is “read well or starve.” Ours is a knowledge economy, one that stresses the finding and disseminating of information rather than the manufacturing of goods. High-level reading is now an entry-level skill.

How important is the need to read well and become highly educated? In 2002, the U.S. Census Bureau issued a report in which it said:



Over the past 25 years, earnings differences have grown among workers with different levels of educational attainment . . . full-time, year-round workers with a bachelor’s degree had 1.5 times the annual earnings of workers with only a high school diploma. By 1999, this ratio had risen to 1.8. Workers with an advanced degree, who earned 1.8 times the earnings of high school graduates in 1975, averaged 2.6 times the earnings of workers with a high school diploma in 1999. During the same period, the relative earnings of the least educated workers fell. While in 1975, full-time, year-round workers without a high school diploma earned 0.9 times the earnings of workers with a high school diploma; by 1999, they were earning only 0.7 times the average earnings of high school graduates.



Good reading skills must be cultivated from the earliest age. Reading is the key to higher education. Without higher education, your child’s lifetime earnings will be much smaller—some experts say by as much as a million dollars! Without good reading skills, your child will likely be condemned to a life of poverty or at best a life of struggle.

As a single parent, I stand in empathy and solidarity with all other parents. I know the future can be better for America’s children and I’m doing my best to help. Failure is not inevitable; neither is economic instability. The future can be bright for our children, and reading well is a legacy we can offer them. All he needs is a few good books and you—armed with knowledge. If your child can read well and think well, he can achieve anything. I’m here to help!

—Hal W. Lanse 


CHAPTER 1 

The Big Six: The Key Comprehension 
Skills That Your Child Must Master 

If your child is in second grade or higher, her teacher might tell you that she’s reading well. As a concerned parent, you must then ask, “What do you mean by reading well?” It’s quite possible that you will be told one of the following:

“She can decode most of the words.”

“Her phonics skills are great.”

“She pronounces the words well when she reads aloud.”

It’s true, most children in general education classes are pretty good at these skills. But this doesn’t mean they can read! Reading is more than phonics. It’s more than decoding. Reading is also about understanding, or what literacy experts call comprehension. Guess what? Most teachers don’t teach comprehension. For the past twenty-five years researchers have noted that children comprehend the basic plot elements of stories but go bust when it comes to the deeper meanings. Most children cannot grasp these deeper meanings on their own. It’s not a matter of intelligence. Our kids aren’t stupid. Comprehension must be explicitly taught and most educators are not trained to teach it. In fact, many teachers that I’ve trained over the years had no idea that they weren’t teaching comprehension. It’s not their fault. In the age of test-prep we’ve confused drilling kids with instruction. They aren’t the same.

If your local school gives lots of practice tests throughout the year, your child is being robbed of precious instructional time. Don’t get me wrong. I’m not against assessment, but I’m an advocate of smart  assessments. Smart assessments are brief and they don’t require teachers to sit their students down for lengthy, complicated, stressful tests. Most assessments can be done with a conversation while the teacher is jotting down some brief and focused notes.

I’ll teach you how to do it. It’s not complicated. You don’t have to spend years at your local teachers’ college to learn. As your child’s most important teacher you can learn the six key competencies of reading instruction, and you can learn how to teach them to your child.

Here are the Big Six:



1. Predicting 

2. Questioning the text 

3. Using text features 

4. Hearing the text 

5. Visualizing the text 

6. Summarizing 



None of these competencies is more important than the others, nor do they go in any particular order. Teaching any one of these will bring your child’s reading comprehension a long way. Work on one until he’s good at it, then work on another.

Number 1: Predicting 

Good readers build theories in their heads. They think, “I believe the character is going to (run away from home) because he’s already said (he wants to join the circus and get away from his battling parents).” (The parentheses get filled in with the particular details of a story.) The prediction, even in sophisticated adult readers, is sometimes correct and sometimes not. Being incorrect doesn’t make you a bad reader. Having no theory at all makes you a bad reader. Good readers, even very young ones, develop theories as they read; and very often they revisit their theories. A good reader might say, “Ha, I was right! When the hero said (the planet Xenon must be saved), I knew he was going to (steal his father’s star cruiser and join the intergalactic army).” The same good reader might also say, “Oh, my theory can’t be right. Now that the author has told me that (the hero is blind), I know that my prediction that the character will (steal the star cruiser) can’t be true. But now that I know that (he’s always talking his best friend into doing crazy things) I’m thinking that maybe the hero will (talk his friend into stealing the star cruiser and joining him on the adventure).”

See? A good reader makes theories, then checks and revises them. So how do you teach a young reader to think like this? Easy. You show him how you do it. Read a story together with your child. Read it aloud while he follows along. Stop every now and then and say, “I’m noticing that the character said (she hates asparagus) and that the family (always feeds scraps to the dog). I’m thinking that maybe later in the story she’s going to (give the asparagus to Rover). Let’s read on and check. Aha! I was right!” or “Wait a second! Now she’s saying that (Rover hates vegetables too), so I was wrong. My new prediction is that (she’s going to toss the asparagus into the trash masher) because now I’m noticing that (the family is talking a lot about their beautiful new trash masher).”

The more skilled your child gets, the more he can be challenged. If he gets really good at predicting and revising predictions about what characters will do, you can try some more-sophisticated predictions. This will require that you tap into your child’s growing understanding of the patterns in stories.

   Some of these patterns are:

Problem/solution: “I know that in books there’s often a problem that a character or group of characters has to solve. I noticed that in this book (the character is afraid of heights). But I also noticed the fact that (he loves his Dad, with whom he is on a trip in the mountains). This makes me think that maybe the character is going to (overcome his fear of heights) by (saving his Dad from an accident on the mountain top).”

A life lesson: “I noticed that the author said that (playing with fire is dangerous). I think the author is going to teach the reader a life lesson by having the heroine (cause a fire); then she’ll learn (the error of her ways when she sees the harm she has done to her sister’s new condo).”

Characters change: “I noticed that the character has been (saying bad things about black people). I also noticed that (an African American ambulance driver moved in next door). As a result, I think the character is going to change (when the driver saves him or somebody he loves).”

There are similar books in this genre: “I noticed that in biographies the person being written about usually (overcomes a personal difficulty to become an achiever). I think that in this book the difficulty is (the fact that she was blind and still wanted to win the Olympics).” The same type of pattern can be looked for in mysteries (the detective has a special skill, job, or personality trait that helps her solve the crime) and in science fiction stories (evil is threatening the world and someone who doesn’t see himself as a hero has to save the day).

There are other books by this author: “I’ve read a couple of other books by this author. In her books the main character always (finds an eccentric adult who can teach her to love her own uniqueness). I think maybe in this book (she’ll learn from her Harley-riding grandmother).”

Remember, in all of these cases you’re modeling your own thinking for your child. Gradually, after a few books, try to turn the modeling into a shared conversation. “Oh my gosh, the hero just said that (he dreamed his twin sister is still alive and calling to him from the Haunted Zone). What do you think he’s going to do?”

Always have the experience be fun and relaxed. Never grill your child. Research indicates that if reading becomes stressful, electrical impulses shift away from the brain’s learning center and toward the brain’s self-defense center. It then becomes physically impossible for your child to develop greater comprehension. Learning and stress are mutually and biologically exclusive.

Number 2: Questioning the Text 

By predicting, you’ve already begun questioning the text. When a reader develops a theory and later confirms or revises that theory, she is questioning the text. (“I believe that the trapeze artist must have killed the bearded lady because he’s the only person with the ability to fling himself through a second story window.”) (“Oh wait, the trapeze artist was in love with her but the lion tamer is really her brother and second in line to inherit the family fortune. Maybe Mr. Big Cat, her brother, is the killer.”) There are additional ways that a good reader questions the text:

• Where am I in the story? I lost my train of thought.

• What does the author want me to learn? How do I know?

• Does the author have a particular point of view that others might not have?

• Is the author trying to control my thinking with tricky language?

• Is the author trying to control my thinking by leaving out information?

• Does the author’s opinion or facts go along with what I know about the world?

     Where Am I in the Story? I Lost My Train of Thought.

Admit it. You’re squirming right now. This has happened to you, hasn’t it? Relax. It happens to all of us. Not to worry. Lack of sleep, stress, and hunger can all contribute to this problem. And usually it’s temporary. But young readers lose their train of thought for another reason. No one teaches them how to hang on to their train of thought. If they’re natural readers, swell. If not, they’re in trouble. 

There are two easy solutions to this problem. It’s called stickies and fingers. Not to be confused with sticky fingers. That’s a totally different problem and you’ll just have to go out and buy moist wipes.

Let’s start with stickies. You’ve probably got some on your refrigerator right now. Yeah, those. The adhesive pads on which you put your shopping list? They can help your child read. Go to the store and buy the little ones. You may find the ones shaped like arrows to be particularly helpful.

Have your child trace one idea through the book using the stickies. For example, every time you learn something about the main character’s feelings, put a sticky on that spot in the book. After your child has read a chapter, have her look back at the stickies and say what she noticed at each spot. Then, a day or so later, when she’s ready to read another chapter, have her skim through the stickies from all of the previous chapters, saying what she remembered. Literacy experts call this accumulating text, a fancy way of saying practicing remembering.

Begin by doing this with your child. Show her how you use the stickies. Later on, let her try it on her own.

Another way of accumulating text is to use five fingers. Each time your child reads a chapter, have her practice saying the most important events by checking them off across five fingers. Typically, children say too much. When trying to summarize, they spit out every minor incident in the story and mention every minor detail. Together, you and your child can practice boiling down the events of the last chapter, or the story thus far in five clear points. It’s not as easy as it sounds. A lot of adults can’t do it, so give your kid time.

Another problem you might encounter is that your child neglects to name the important characters when retelling the story. Practice this, too. For further practice, you can make a game of summarizing what the two of you did at the mall, at grandma’s house, in the park, and so on. The better your child becomes at retelling events, the better a reader and thinker she’ll be.

Number 3: Using Text Features 

Parents love to buy books for kids. For the younger ones, it’s picture books, fairy tales, and simple chapter books. For older kids there are all sorts of novels: fantasy, mystery, science fiction, adventure stories. Sometimes parents worry that letting kids read fiction will give them a distorted picture of reality. However, a more common feeling is that passionate young readers are very creative in all sorts of ways, and they tend to be quite self-confident, too.

Children who immerse themselves in novels grow up to be creative problem-solvers. Look for a person who has developed a new solution to an old problem and you’re likely to find an avid reader—and you’ll be able to trace the habit back to childhood.

Reading novels is great for kids, but it isn’t enough. They also need exposure to nonfiction—lots of it. There are truckloads of research to show that kids who are exposed to lots of different facts about the world are better readers. Why? Because comprehension involves not just the skill of reading, but knowledge of the countless facts and references that one finds in books, magazines, and newspapers. It’s what the literacy gurus call background knowledge.

There are many ways to build background knowledge. There are the fancy and formal ways—trips to museums and the theater. And remember that old saying, “Children should be seen and not heard?” Fuggetaboutit! If you want a smart kid, baptize him in rivers of conversation. The more things you talk about—ordinary everyday stuff—the more background knowledge your child will have, and the better he’ll be at the complex craft of reading.

An easy way to build background knowledge is through nonfiction books. You can buy them from the bookstore or borrow them from the library; you can even ask your child’s teacher for sources of catalogues of children’s literature. Most companies would be delighted to send you a free catalogue if you call their toll-free number or visit their Web site.

Sit down with your child and order as many books as you can afford. If you can’t afford many, see if other parents will share the cost. Then trade among yourselves. And talk. If you and your child read about trucks, talk about the trucks you see on your way to the shopping center. Talk about the roads, the blacktop, the workmen, everything! If you’re reading about the weather, talk about words like precipitation and humidity. Look for every opportunity to chat about the world. It will broaden your child’s knowledge base and will provide the fringe benefit (not a small one) of bringing you closer together.

Reading nonfiction brings with it a particular set of opportunities. These books often have parts to them that are designed to build comprehension. But these parts become meaningless blips on your child’s radar if he’s not taught how to interpret them. You’ve seen them yourself in magazines and newspapers. They’re called text features. I’m talking about titles and subsections, illustrations and the captions below them, insets and sidebars. Some of them help you understand the main text; others (often sidebars) add additional information. They’re almost like mini-articles within an article.

They’re there to make reading more interesting and understandable, but if your child doesn’t know it, then text features will be as important to him as a jelly stain on the kitchen floor. (And you know he’ll ignore that.)

Again, modeling is the key. Show your child how you use text features. I’ll give an example. Last week, I visited a middle school special education teacher in her classroom. She was spinning her wheels trying to get her seventh-graders to find the main idea of a nonfiction article. It wasn’t happening. She was frustrated and the kids were getting antsy.

Dr. Lanse to the rescue. I picked up a book from the classroom library. Its chapters were formatted much like the article the kids were reading (or not, as it were). I selected a chapter and showed the class the title, a little blurb (summarizing introduction), an illustration, and then demonstrated that, taken together, they told me what the chapter was about. I then read the chapter aloud and stopped and pointed out each fact that illustrated the main idea.

“Okay,” I said, “Now do the same thing in your own article.” They got it. The teacher was thrilled. The kids were proud. The students already knew they were supposed to find the main idea—a common refrain heard among teachers—but until I demonstrated a procedure for doing it they didn’t know how.

Make this a shared experience with your own child. Before starting a nonfiction book, magazine piece, or newspaper article, try to look at all the parts outside the main text. Verbalize for your child what you know about the text before you begin reading. While you’re reading, discover together how captions, illustrations, insets, and the like clarify the ideas in the text.

One time, I was visiting a third-grade class. It was independent reading time. Elijah, who loves all things creepy and crawly, was reading a book about insects. There was an illustration of a fly, gloriously detailed and colored. Set into one corner of this illustration was another. Elijah had no idea what this inset was about. I showed him the line that was drawn from the inset to one portion of the larger picture: the fly’s eyeball. The inset was a close-up of the eye, its parts labeled. No caption explained what this was. The line from the eye to the inset was the only clue.

After explaining how I figured out the meaning of the inset, we turned to another page. Here was a praying mantis and another inset. I asked Elijah to figure out what this inset was showing us. No problem. Now that I had modeled for Elijah how I interpreted the connection between the large illustration and the inset, he understood that the inset on this page was a close-up of the mantis’s leg.

Young readers need many experiences talking with an adult about the different pieces of information on a page and what it tells us. Sometimes there are informative text features in fiction, too—especially fiction for younger children—but in nonfiction, for adults and kids alike, there’s a vast quantity of text features.

One of the most confusing of the text features is the article-within-an-article. Often these provide added information such as a short biography of the author, or one specific example of an event (such as one hurricane victim’s story in an article on natural disasters, or a biography of a featured artist in an article that’s mainly about the new local museum). An article-within-an-article may not be needed to understand the main text. In fact, children who stop in the middle of a text to read such an article (often embedded in the main text in a different-colored box) may get very confused.

Children don’t always know that they are stopping one story to read another. They have to be taught that it’s okay to skip these boxes and come back later, after they’ve understood the main text.

Number 4: Hearing the Text 

Can you hear me now? CAN YOU HEAR ME NOW?!!! People who IM (instant message) each other do this all the time—writing in all caps and possibly with an excess of exclamation points in order to let the reader know that what they’re seeing is louder and more intense than the rest of the text. You heard it, didn’t you? Many young readers have to be taught this convention. It appears often in both fiction and nonfiction, not just in IMs. So do other forms of “heard” text.

Remember my buddy Elijah? Suppose he read this in his insect book: “Mrs. Black, a spider, is having a baby. She’s pleased and proud. She invites her husband for a tender embrace. Don’t do it, Mr. Black.” 

Many children, unless explicitly taught, don’t know that the italics signal a change in the tone of the text. As adult readers, we recognize a warning when we hear one. But our kids can’t hear it. Not all of them, anyhow. If they don’t hear it, they’ve missed the point. Something bad is about to happen to Mr. Black—something scary. His wife is about to become a widow—on purpose. A good reader uses textual clues to glean this information even before moving on to the next paragraph, where he may or may not be informed more explicitly. Sometimes the text will follow with an explanation. Sometimes not. Take this, for example:



I knew that the killer was around somewhere, but Mrs. Grosvenor, at least, was safe. I knocked on her door. No answer. I knocked again. The door swung open. The room was empty and the window was open. A length of knotted sheets was tied to the bedpost and tossed over the side of the window.



We know that Mrs. Grosvenor shimmied down the sheets although the author never actually told us. We know that this is a dramatic and potentially deadly moment in the tale. Again, the author never told us any of this—not directly. We know all of this because we heard it through the change of tone signaled to us by the italics.

So simple, yet so complex. Would your child hear such important information in a story? Some more examples:



That’s it. Did you hear it? When I wrote “Some more examples:” didn’t you hear a pause right after the colon? Don’t you know there’s a change coming in the text—some more examples, perhaps, or maybe a list of some sort? Young readers won’t hear such a pause unless you show them how you hear it.

Okay, for real now. Some more examples:

• Em dashes 

• Parentheses 

• Repetition 

All of these signal a change in how the text is heard and understood. Em dashes—the long dashes that I am demonstrating in this sentence—let us hear an extra bit of information that is both part of a sentence and separate from it. (Needless to say, this is quite confusing for many young readers.)

And did you notice my use of the parentheses? It’s almost like a Shakespearean play where a character says one thing and then turns aside and whispers something else. If our kids aren’t taught to listen for changes signaled by these punctuation marks, a good deal of comprehension will be lost.

Repetition is important in poetry, in music, and sometimes in prose. Repetition adds intensity and is often a clue to the writer’s main message. If you heard the following political speech, the repetition would signal the candidate’s most important message.



My fellow Americans, my opponent, who has no military experience whatsoever, claims that we can win a war against Canada in six months. All it will take is a few hundred troops. Though he has no military experience, he says he has analyzed the situation and believes that Montreal can be taken in forty-eight hours. And what else has my opponent, who has no military experience, said? He said that Toronto can be taken in less than a day.
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