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This book is dedicated to our husbands, Arlen Gregory and Peter Nikas, who have supported our passion for reading, writing, and leading. This book also is dedicated to the thousands of leaders and teachers who are committed to creating professional learning communities where teaching and learning for literacy thrive.
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FOREWORD

With the enactment of the educational reform legislation titled No Child Left Behind (NCLB), the United States has, in effect, boldly proclaimed that all children will learn—or else. The motivation behind NCLB legislation has been widely debated. Proponents portray the initiative as a sincere attempt to guarantee that every child, particularly poor and minority students, receive an education that leads to high levels of learning. Opponents contend the legislation is unrealistic and simplistic at best or a thinly veiled attempt to dismantle the public system of education at worst. Regardless of the motivation, contemporary public schools in the United States are being called upon to achieve a standard that goes far beyond the goals of any previous generation—high levels of learning for all students. Furthermore, NCLB threatens schools and the educators within them with escalating sanctions if they fail to meet newly imposed standards. The rationale behind this approach suggests that educators have always known how to help all kids learn but have been too disinterested in the welfare of their students or too lazy to put forth the necessary effort. Fear is needed to provide the necessary motivation—either perform or risk closing your school and/or losing your job.

In The Learning Communities Guide to Improving Reading Instruction, Valerie Gregory and Jan Rozzelle Nikas embrace the premise that schools and the educators within them must be committed to the learning of each child entrusted to them. They make a compelling argument that helping each student develop the ability to read with high levels of comprehension is an absolute prerequisite if the concept of “learning for all” is to move from politically correct hyperbole to reality in our nation’s schools. They make it clear, however, that they honor teachers and teaching, that they believe educators have the best interests of their students at heart, and most importantly, that training and support are more effective than threats in helping teachers meet the formidable challenges they face in their classrooms. Their book is based on the premise that educators have both the willingness and ability to become more effective if the culture of their schools focuses on the ongoing learning, continuous improvement, and professional growth of the adults. They set out to provide solid information, specific strategies, and much-needed encouragement to teachers—and they succeed at every level.

There is much to commend in this book. One of its greatest strengths is the way in which the authors provide specific, pragmatic, proven strategies to teach literacy in ways that teachers can apply immediately in their classrooms. Too often researchers and practitioners hold different interests, speak different languages, and live in different worlds. Too often they hold each other in low regard. This book does a wonderful job of bridging the chasm that often exists between the separate worlds of higher education and K–12 educators. It applies powerful research findings and nontechnical, jargon-free advice for classroom teachers. The authors demonstrate an understanding of and appreciation for the K–12 setting that can come only with working extensively in that environment.

For example, the Reading Reflection Survey presented in Chapter 7 represents a powerful instrument for the improvement of a literacy program that a school could use in a number of different ways. An individual teacher could use the guide to reflect upon and assess his or her instruction. A team of teachers could use it to gather data on the practices at their grade level and to develop an action plan for improvement. An entire school could use it as a basis for identifying areas that require focused training. The guide—like the book in general—is powerful, pragmatic, and beneficial to real teachers and schools.

A second strength of The Learning Communities Guide to Improving Reading Instruction is the authors’ recognition of the link between adult learning and student learning. Throughout the book Gregory and Rozzelle Nikas call for increased attention to and support of powerful professional development as a linchpin of any effort to help all students achieve at high levels. Moreover, they make it clear that the professional development they envision is more likely to occur in the workplace than the workshop. Again, their respect for educators is evident as they describe schools in which teachers work together to identify areas of concern and build the shared knowledge necessary to address those concerns. The focused, sustained, teacher-led professional development they describe is essential to the success of any school committed to learning for all of its students.

Finally, The Learning Communities Guide to Improving Reading Instruction does not simply present a new program for teaching literacy: It calls for the creation of a unique school culture. In the school the authors describe, educators share a strong sense of purpose: high levels of learning for all students. In order to achieve that purpose, they work together collaboratively, engage in collective inquiry, participate in action research, embed continuous improvement processes into their routine practices, and monitor their effectiveness on the basis of tangible results. In other words, the educators in the school move beyond merely implementing programs and instead focus upon building their collective capacity to function as a professional learning community.

The reference to “professional learning communities” in the title of this book carries profound implications, as each word presents a challenge to educators. A professional is someone with expertise in a specialized field, an individual who has not only pursued advanced training to enter the field but who is also expected to remain current in its evolving knowledge base. In the scenarios presented by Gregory and Rozzelle Nikas teachers do more than pool opinions. They investigate emerging research and build shared knowledge of best practice in order to better achieve their common goals. In short, they act professionally.

Learning suggests ongoing action and perpetual curiosity. In Chinese, the term learning is represented by two characters: The first means “to study” and the second means “to practice constantly.” In the situations presented in this book, educators engage in the ongoing study and constant practice that characterize a commitment to their own learning. Furthermore, an emphasis on learning shifts the focus of a staff from inputs to outcomes, from intentions to results. When educators regard teaching as the primary purpose of their school, they are driven by questions such as “Did every student have access to the appropriate curriculum?” and “Are the instructional materials and strategies appropriate?” Their focus is on whether or not students have been taught. When educators regard learning as the fundamental purpose of their school, the most pressing questions become, “Is each student mastering the intended outcomes?” and “What can we do to assist students who experience initial difficulty?” The difference between a focus on teaching and a focus on learning is much more than semantics, and so the term learning community carries significant implications.

Finally, while much has been written about learning organizations, Gregory and Rozzelle Nikas chose to use the term community. In an organization, the emphasis is on structure and efficiency. Community, on the other hand, suggests a group linked by common interests and a place of emotional support. When teachers create an environment in which people work together and support one another to accomplish collectively what they could not possibly accomplish by working in isolation, they are clearly building community.

This book will be an invaluable resource for any school practitioner—teacher, principal, literacy coach, or instructional coordinator—who recognizes that literacy is the door of opportunity through which a student must enter to truly learn at high levels and avoid being left behind. We highly recommend it to all educators who hope to open that door for every child entrusted to them.

—Richard DuFour

—Rebecca DuFour


PREFACE

Our work with schools has reinforced our deep belief that professional learning communities are our best hope for sustaining improved teaching and learning in literacy. Through years of classroom observations and school-based professional development, we have collaborated with leadership teams to create and refine a network of learning experiences to support teachers. This book reflects what we learned from working with leaders and teachers with limited knowledge, experiences, and instructional repertoires for improving reading. Therefore, this book is a professional development resource that includes basic knowledge and instructional tools to improve teaching and learning in reading. We hope leaders, literacy coaches, and leadership teams find this resource to be as useful to them as they have been to us in working with partner schools of the College of William and Mary.
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I magine this …

You walk into the school conference room early in August. You see that the superintendent is already there to meet with the school leadership team about recently released test scores. Your school did not make adequate yearly progress in reading. You already met the principal, also new to the school, but this is the first time you meet the grade-level chairs, the reading teacher, and the assistant principal. After introductions, the superintendent gets right down to business by stating, “The reading test results need to improve. I want you to know that reading is a priority in our district and I believe success in reading is key to achievement in all content areas through high school. What can I do to support your efforts?” The principal looks everyone in the eye and says, “What are your thoughts, team? What will WE do to improve OUR students’ reading performance?”

This scenario reflects the plight of many schools we work with and illustrates what school leadership teams encounter in an age of heightened accountability. More than ever before, we need a clear vision about quality reading instruction. Also, the stakes are high for schools to take steps necessary to attain that vision. But there is good news. Research enlightens us about what works and what does not work in the integrated arenas of reading instruction, school leadership, and professional development. Educators are challenged to become familiar with what is known about quality teaching, leadership, and professional development and to transfer that knowledge to practice in an ongoing, consistent, systematic way.

We believe that effective leadership is essential to improve the teaching and learning of reading. Furthermore, we think that leadership in professional learning communities includes all teachers and administrators who have the desire and the initiative to make a difference in student reading performance. This book provides leaders focused on quality reading instruction with knowledge and tools for school improvement that leave no child or teacher behind.

Effective school leadership teams create learning communities where continuous learning is not limited to students between the ages of five and eighteen. The adults in the building are learners as well and model lifelong learning through ongoing reflection on teaching and learning. Stories of successful schools reveal that deep and abiding change is a difficult task that requires the cohesive efforts of school teams. Effective leaders build cohesion by shaping cultures that honor and support continuous learning and recognize the collegial and social aspects of learning. Thus, effective leaders initiate professional learning communities to encourage, not discourage, continued growth in practice. These leaders accomplish this task using a variety of professional development experiences that target student achievement.

Building professional learning communities will not necessarily lead to improvement in teaching and learning unless such communities engage in focused, sustained, content-driven professional growth experiences. In other words, effective leaders identify focused efforts that address the right content, in the right way, at the right time, in a culture that is conducive to continuous learning. Quality professional development integrates pedagogy with the content that teachers deliver, in the schools where they teach.

Based on our experience, we suggest that school leaders intent on improving teaching and learning in reading consider a framework of six broad elements: (1) personalizing reading instruction, (2) managing environments for literacy, (3) ensuring student engagement, (4) emphasizing active teaching, (5) targeting comprehension, and (6) creating professional learning communities (Figure 1.1).

Subsequent chapters describe each of these elements. The organization of each chapter includes a scenario, the research base, sample strategies, a summary of the big ideas presented in the chapter, and a constructive reflection. The constructive reflections are designed as tools for school-based professional development that fosters supportive learning communities.

Chapter 2 targets the primary focus of any literacy improvement effort: student needs. This chapter addresses the question, How can teachers personalize reading instruction? Shaping effective literacy instruction begins with matching books to students, and this requires teachers to get to know them. The extent to which teachers know their students determines the effectiveness of their reading instruction. In getting to know students, we must consider a variety of factors before a clear picture emerges. Strategies for getting to know students include those that reveal student interests, strengths, needs, level of reading, strategy use, and learning preferences. Chapter 2 addresses routines and strategies for getting to know students and personalizing reading instruction.

Figure 1.1     Framework for Improving Reading Instruction
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Managing environments for literacy is the second element for shaping quality reading instruction. What are effective strategies and practices for managing literacy environments? Effective classroom management either promotes or thwarts quality reading instruction. We find that teachers frequently have concerns about issues of classroom management. How should I group my students? What do I need to do to help students work cooperatively and productively? What are other students doing while I am with a guided reading group? What materials are essential to effective teaching and learning? What routines are necessary to provide an environment that is conducive to student learning? These questions and others are answered in Chapter 3.

The third element for improving literacy instruction is ensuring student engagement. How do exemplary teachers increase student engagement? Linked to active teaching, active student engagement in reading, writing, and talking about text influences whether high gains in reading are achieved. Chapter 4 describes specific research-based strategies that promote active student engagement rather than passive responses to reading.

Chapter 5, emphasizes active teaching, the fourth element of effective literacy programs. What is active teaching and what do exemplary teachers do to facilitate active learning? Research indicates that active teaching strategies positively influence student achievement in reading. What research-based active teaching strategies should teachers use to promote high achievement in reading and writing? How should the varied active learning strategies be implemented? Effective literacy programs examine the extent to which teachers engage in active teaching and provide professional development that builds requisite skills and knowledge.

Targeting comprehension is another crucial element for improving reading. The ultimate goal of all reading instruction is reading comprehension—that is, reading is comprehending. What must teachers do to target comprehension so that all students read at higher levels? While beginning reading instruction emphasizes phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension, researchers agree that “comprehension is the reason for reading” (Armburster, Lehr, & Osborn, 2001, p. 48). Effective reading instruction requires teachers to model specific comprehension strategies and provide adequate time for students to practice strategies that good readers use (Pressley, 2002). What strategies promote comprehension? How can educators more thoughtfully teach comprehension strategies? Chapter 6 responds to these questions.

Chapter 7 discusses the importance of creating professional learning communities for literacy. Effective instructional leadership is inclusive, with teachers and administrators working collaboratively to improve literacy instruction. How can professional learning communities provide leadership for literacy? What school leaders do to promote and support effective reading instruction is fundamental to positive, sustained change in classrooms. What do leaders need to know about best practices in reading instruction? How can leaders encourage implementation of these best practices? What are the conditions for change and how can these conditions be fostered in schools and classrooms? How can leaders promote professional development that targets transfer of effective content and instructional practices in reading?

A reflection tool for school leadership teams to use is introduced in Chapter 7. This tool identifies “look fors” associated with teacher engagement, student engagement, instructional content, grouping patterns, and reading materials. Chapter 7 also suggests how the reflection tool can be used to identify gaps between current practice and research-based practices for reading instruction.

Why read this book? Because you want to create professional learning communities to improve reading instruction and increase student performance in reading. We present a framework of best practices for improving reading instruction and tools for reflecting on and assessing current practice. Also, we want to make leadership teams aware of effective professional development approaches for improving literacy instruction. The elements presented in the framework are components of an observation and reflection tool used in over 300 classrooms. We based this tool on current research conducted by the Center for the Improvement of Early Reading Achievement (Taylor & Pearson, 2000). The Reading Reflection Survey presented in Chapter 7 helps school leaders identify priorities and goals for improving reading instruction. Specifically, this tool enables school leaders to assess current practice and create action plans for professional development.

CONSTRUCTIVE REFLECTIONS

After reading this chapter about the framework for improving reading instruction, describe which element you think should be targeted first in your own professional practice. Explain why you believe this element should be addressed first and share your beliefs with your teaching team.

Complete the following “thinking at right angles” graphic organizer by listing three things you learned from reading this chapter (Figure 1.2). Also list feelings you experienced from reading the chapter and describe what your next step will be. Share your thoughts with your team.

Figure 1.2     Thinking at Right Angles for Reflecting on Chapter 1
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I magine this …

The fifth-grade classroom buzzes with the conversations of students as they talk excitedly about their reading with classmates. It appears that students’ enthusiasm about reading stems from their diverse interests and backgrounds being honored as they apply what they learn about comprehension to books of their choice. One group of boys has formed a reading club that devours books about the westward movement. They became interested in this topic because it was related to a fifth-grade social studies standard; however, the boys’ immersion in literature about the west has carried them beyond the fifth-grade curriculum. They plan to share what they have learned about westward expansion by preparing a display for the school lobby. Another group of students has been reading a series of personal memoirs and is intrigued with the idea of creating a book of personal memoirs about their parents. Coming from diverse cultures and backgrounds, the parents offer rich stories as the students interview several in one corner of the classroom. A third group of students is interested in NASCAR and has been reading various leveled texts, including magazine articles, Internet texts, and books, about this topic. The teacher has created a classroom library that reflects the interests, strengths, and needs of her students. She was able to do this because she devoted the beginning of the school year to learning about her students and their families.

Do you really embrace the idea that all children can learn? Do you differentiate between teaching and learning so that teaching is all about what you do to make sure that all students will learn? Our students come to us with rich backgrounds and varied interests that influence their motivation to read, the topics they choose to read, and the success with which they read. If all children are to learn to read at high levels, teachers must make reading a personal experience for all learners and take every opportunity to personalize instruction. This personalization begins with getting to know students’ strengths, weaknesses, interests, and backgrounds and continues as the teacher weaves this information into a rich tapestry of learning experiences that focus on reading comprehension. The wise teacher knows that motivation to read grows out of students’ interests and that teachers must discover those topics that interest each learner and find reading material they can read easily. This chapter describes considerations for personalizing reading instruction.
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