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ABSTRACT 

This qualitative study investigated how three ninth-grade students, who were 

considered "at-risk" as readers, transacted with informational texts. The descriptive case 

studies were written as narratives from the participants' points of view, in order to elicit 

input from students who were currently struggling with the reading curriculum. The 

research was framed in Rosenblatt's (1994) transactional theory of reading, and the 

research design was based on Merriam's (1998) definition of an educational case study. 

The methodology employed ethnography, hermeneutics, and participant observation in the 

classroom setting. During the study, participants' responses to informational texts, their 

perceptions of efficacy for learning content knowledge, and their recommendations for 

other students who are considered "at-risk" as readers were highlighted. 

As a participant observer, I attempted to build a relationship with class members 

by serving as a teaching assistant. Data was gathered from observational notes, classroom 

artifacts collected throughout the semester, and a series of three audio-taped interviews. 

During the interviews, participants reflected on past and present reading experiences and 

participated in think-aloud activities as they read short passages from informational picture 

books. After reviewing the data, a follow-up interview provided closure to the study. 

Through the use of constant comparison, data was coded, categorized, and analyzed to 

estabUsh depth within and across the cases. 

Findings of the study indicated that motivation to read informational text depended 

on high-interest materials, life cormections, and self-selection. In addition, participants 

XV 



exhibited narrow reading interests that affected their ability to build a broad base 

knowledge in reading, and their preferred strategies were remembered from late 

elementary experiences. Findings also indicated that the teacher-student bond influenced 

reading effort, and comfort and the physical classroom atmosphere affected their attitude 

toward reading. Participants stated that traditional "drill and skill" worksheets were 

ineffective for building reading comprehension, preferring small-group instruction and 

tutorials, which allow for personal support and immediate feedback. In a message to other 

struggling readers, participants suggested that they take charge of their reading lives, and 

to ask for help when it was needed. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

During the adolescent years, students make critical decisions that will affect the 

rest of their lives. Whether to remain in school, to participate in damaging behaviors, to 

rebel against society, or to fit in with the mainstream are just some of the decisions that 

adolescents consider throughout their teen years. For students who struggle with reading, 

school is often an unpleasant place where failure is met on a daily basis. Transacting with 

the "words" of reading passages, especially informational texts that make up the major 

portion of their textbooks, is a self-defeating and unavoidable experience they may not 

wish to continue to encounter. For the educator, motivating and mentoring the struggling 

adolescent becomes a major concern since school is often the last opportunity for the 

educational system to influence an adolescent who is considered "at-risk" (Myers & 

Hilliard, 1997). 

At-risk students have been defined as "students who are experiencing problems in 

the regular classroom and are, therefore, at risk of school failure or of being identified for 

special education services" (Heward, 2000, p. 4). Some students labeled at-risk are 

burdened by problems that extend beyond the classroom walls. The Texas Education 

Agency [TEA] (2002a) describes thirteen indicators for identifying at-risk students: 

• Unsatisfactory performance on a readiness test or assessment administered 

during the school year if the student is pre-kindergarten through third grade. 

• If the student is identified as limited English proficient (LEP). 
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• A student who was retained for one or more years. 

• A student in grades seven through twelve who did not maintain a grade of 

70% in two or more subjects in the foundation curriculum for a semester prior 

to the current semester or during the current semester. 

• A student who did not perform successfully on an assessment under Texas 

Education Code (TEC) Subchapter B, Chapter 39, and who demonstrated 

unsuccessful performance from the previous year either on the same 

instrument or on an appropriate alternate test. 

• If a student is pregnant or is a parent. 

• If a student has been placed in an alternative placement program during the 

current or preceding year. 

• If the student has been expelled during the current or preceding year. 

• If the student is on parole, on probation, under deferred prosecution, or is on a 

conditional release. 

• If the student has been reported by the Public Education Information 

Management System (PEIMS) as a drop out. 

• If the student is in custody of the Department of Protective and Regulatory 

Services or has been referred by officials from school, court or law. 

• If the student is homeless. 

• If the student has resided or is residing in a residential placement facility such 

as a detention facility, substance abuse treatment facility, emergency shelter, 

psychiatric hospital, halfway house, or foster group home. 



Using these indicators as a general guideline, and for the purpose of this study, the terms 

"at-risk" and "struggling adolescent" were used interchangeably. A student who had at 

least one of these thirteen indicators was considered at-risk. 

At-risk adolescents are found in regular classrooms or alternative school 

programs, and some have limited language proficiencies. In addition, the Texas 

Education Agency (2002a) asserts that often at-risk students have school records that 

show a history of discipline problems, tardiness, frequent absences, and frequent moves 

from one school to another. Although a portion of the at-risk population lives in lower 

social economic status environments, many come from affluent homes: 

Affluent parents seem to send mixed messages—^that their lives are too 
demanding, and at the same time, because of their affluence, they do not see the 
needs of their troubled teenagers.. .On the other hand less advantaged families, in 
struggling to make a living, do not have the time to build family relationships. 
Further, greater mobility in quest of economic opportunities makes family 
cohesiveness less attainable. (Martin & Martin, 2000, p. 2) 

Whatever their circumstances, these students are at risk of dropping out of school 

before receiving the fiiU benefit of a high school education (Slavin, 1989). Slavin asserts 

that "approximately 14 percent of students.. have dropped out by age seventeen and it 

becomes apparent that the problem of flinctional illiteracy is enormous in scope" (p. 3). 

Some students, however, persevere to complete high school, but are ill equipped 

to fiinction in a society that demands basic academic skills (Simpson & Nist, 2000). "The 

reality may set in when high school graduates enter college and soon realize that they 

lack the mature strategies necessary to succeed academically" (p. 1). Those who drop out 

of school before graduating are often subject to a world of poverty; working as unskilled 

laborers and earning lower wages than their peers whom remain in school. Many will 



turn to crime or seek help from the welfare system, which can burden a society 

(Rumberger, 1987). "By leaving high school prior to completion, most dropouts have 

serious educational deficiencies that severely limit their economic and social wellbeing 

throughout their adult lives. The individual consequences lead to social costs of billions 

of dollars" (p. 10). 

Slavin (1989) states, however, that all children can learn and the fact that so many 

students fail to achieve basic skills is not reflective of their learning ability. What is 

certain, he asserts, is that the materials and methodology are not meeting the needs of at-

risk students. Allen (1995) seems to agree with Slavin when she notes that struggling 

readers must engage with text and this happens only if texts are accessible, if they are 

able to create personal meaning of the reading passages, and if the climate of the 

classroom is a risk-free envirorunent, because "for most of these students, literacy has 

been an area filled with failure—failure they would not willingly experience again" (p. 

171). 

Thus, students who are at-risk and struggle with reading, need interventions that 

provide motivational support, and strategies that help them build meaning as they read 

(Vacca & Vacca, 2002). "The difference between successful and unsuccessful readers 

usually rests in their knowledge of strategies: how to use them, when to use them, and 

why" (p. 13). Even when interventions are in place during the early years, without 

continued reading support much of the learning from the elementary years is forgotten 

and struggling readers become fiiistrated, often to the point of giving up by the time they 

reach the middle school years (Vacca, 1998). 



Statement of the Problem 

The ability to read informational text is a survival skill in the worid arena. 

Struggling adolescent readers often drop out of school before attaining a functional 

literacy level, which results in a lack of employment, poor mental and physical health 

(Rumberger, 1987). When students drop out of school, they endanger their option of 

becoming citizens who function at their highest potential. Although there is literature 

from the perspective of the researcher in the area of reading and the at-risk student, few 

studies focus on the viewpoint of at-risk adolescents and informational literacy. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to investigate how at-risk adolescent readers 

approached informational text. By studying how they transacted with informational 

reading passages, I fek I could learn what sfrategies these adolescents employed as they 

attempted to solve reading problems. By discussing how at-risk students perceive 

informational text, I hoped to learn what is helpful and what interferes with their 

engagement and comprehension. I also wanted to investigate how at-risk adolescents 

interact with the texts they encounter in the public school system. Knowledge gained 

from this study could impact the design of content classrooms at the middle school and 

high school levels. 

Research Questions 

The following questions were investigated in this study: 



• How do three at-risk readers in a ninth grade remedial reading class respond 

to informational texts used to gain content knowledge? 

• What are these three struggling students' perceptions of their own efficacy for 

using literacy strategies for learning content knowledge with informational 

texts? 

• What are these three struggling students' perceptions of what is effective for 

helping students learn content knowledge in a ninth grade remedial reading 

class? 

For this study, I investigated how at-risk ninth graders read informational text and 

how they participated in a remedial reading class. By asking them what they thought 

about their reading, what sfrategies they found useflil, and what recommendations they 

could make for other students who were who were struggling readers, their voices 

could be shared with the reading research community. 

As a reading specialist, I noticed that the same students who raised their hands for 

help as soon as they received their reading worksheets were the same students who 

passed long and finely decorated notes in class, or who wrote two- and three-page 

poems when they were supposed to be reading silently. I noticed that they often 

slipped back to the classroom computers and rapidly responded to surveys that involved 

following intricate directions and rereading informational text on the screen in attempts 

to access the questions. Yet, these were the students who risked getting a zero in 

reading class for sleeping rather than reading their classroom assignment and 

standardized test preparation sheets. 



These behaviors made me wonder how students who struggle with reading 

transacted with informational text when they completed their assignments. I wanted to 

investigate how three students viewed themselves as readers and what suggestions they 

could offer to the body of reading research and curriculum design. These questions 

pointed to the work of Rosenblatt (1938, 1994) and her transactional theory of reading 

as the theoretical framework for examining the at-risk reader. 

Theoretical/Conceptual Framework: Transactional Model 

Rosenblatt (1990) states that when a student reads a passage, there is a transaction 

between the text and the reader during the reading event. "In 1949, John Dewey had 

suggested that, instead of interaction, which implies separate entities acting on one 

another, the term transaction should be used to designate relationships between 

reciprocally-conditioned elements" (p. 104). The reader and the author's text are 

mterdependent; the text and the reader are two aspects of the same body. Meaning is not 

contained solely in the text or solely in the reader. The two fransact for building meaning, 

and each transaction is situational and personal, changing with the circumstances of the 

reading: 

My insistence on the term transaction is a means of establishing the active role of 
both reader and text in interpretation and ensures that we recognize that any 
interpretation is an event occurring at a particular time in a particular social or 
cultural context. Once the work has been evoked, it can become the object of 
reflection and analysis, according to the various critical and scholarly approaches. 
(Rosenblatt, 1990, p. 106) 

Rosenblatt adopted the term "transaction" because rather than describing readers 

and interpretations as generic, or in other words, commonly shared by all readers. 



transaction focuses on the multiplicity of relationships readers and texts can have. The 

fraditional concept of the reader and the text as "already defined entities acting on each 

other" tends not to recognize the "dynamic to and fro relationship that gives rise to the 

work" (p. 104). For example, in this study Junior manifested the dynamics of transaction 

when he read from the book Mexico by Supples (2002b): 

Jimior (reading) "In ancient times, salt was one of the most important things 
people from the coast traded. The Mayans had no refrigerators—they used salt to 
dry their food. Dried food could be stored for a long time." (p. 11) 

Junior (responding) Just like how their food dried...how they get salt cause they 
don't have no refrigerators. How they get salt to dry their food? What I want to 
ask the author is how come they didn 't have no refrigerators and what does he 
mean when...what does he mean when they took salt to dry out their food? 

As Junior read, he processed information from the passage about an unfamiliar 

culture and time period. When the text mentioned refiigerators. Junior called upon his 

prior knowledge of the functions of a refiigerator and this knowledge conditioned the 

new information he was acquiring from the text. He questioned how people could procure 

salt to dry their food. Lack of understanding the time period was evident when he chose 

to question why there were no refrigerators in the Mayan culture. This was new 

information along with how salt was used to dry out food. In this example. Junior 

demonstrated what Rosenblatt calls a "to and fro" thought process by showing us how the 

reader called upon prior knowledge (fiinctions of the refiigerator) and wove it into the 

newly acquired information (the Mayans used salt to dry food to preserve it) while he 

questioned portions of the text that remained unclear (Why didn't they have refrigerators 

and how did they dry their food?). Junior how both the new information, his prior 



knowledge and his inquiry for additional facts merged into one reading experience rather 

than into isolated portions. 

I selected the transactional model as the theoretical framework for this study 

because it offered a solid, focused and holistic approach to my investigation. The model 

also rests on a foundation of cooperation among the reader, the text, the teacher and the 

community of learners. Since this study focused less on the "bits and pieces" of reading 

skills than on the "whole" reading process, the model offered the opportunity to study 

how at-risk adolescents read to gain information not only from textbooks, but from their 

environment. As defined by Rosenblatt (1994), "transactional" is constructive and social 

in emphasis. In this model, the reading process encourages activating prior knowledge 

and viewing reading as an ongoing revision process. This encourages students to 

negotiate meaning and to see reading as a conversation. 

The transactional approach allows for discussion and exploration where students 

collaborate with each other and with the teacher in a partnership. Most of all, it calls on 

the emotional reservoir that fits handily vnth what I also wanted to investigate, were the 

students behind the statistics often reported about struggling readers. I wanted an 

approach that bridged meaning construction in reading with the exploration of struggling 

readers' feelings. Rosenblatt's transactional model as a theoretical framework kept me 

focused while still addressing the feelings and perceptions of the participants. Finally, I 

wanted a theoretical model that allowed me to listen to the students and give voice to 

their experiences. 



Qualifications to Research this Topic 

I felt qualified to research this topic because, over the years, I had experienced the 

opportunity to interact with at-risk students from multiple vantage points. From 1980 to 

1986,1 was an instructional paraprofessional in a lab for behavior disordered and 

emotionally disturbed adolescents. From 1990 until 2000,1 taught language arts and 

English as a Second Language to fourth graders. During this time, I requested that my 

classroom be a placement for students who were considered at-risk or for those who had 

low self-esteem. 

In 1993,1 became a single parent when my husband died and my teenage son 

became an at-risk student. During this time, my home became a kind of safe-haven for at-

risk young men who often gathered after school or on weekends to "hang out." When I 

began work for a local university, I tutored at two alternative high schools as part of my 

job requirement. Due to the combination of these experiences, I felt that I had acquired an 

ability to Usten to the viewpoints of struggling readers who were at-risk of dropping out 

of high school. 

Researcher's Bias 

At the begirming of this study, I reflected on personal assumptions about 

schooling, struggling readers, and remedial classrooms. I assumed that students would be 

mature enough to have the ability to reflect on prior reading experiences and to have 

awareness of strategies they felt worked best for them as struggling readers. I assumed 
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that students who were at the beginning of their high school careers would have 

developed the experiences and self-awareness I needed for my study. 

I also assumed that since half of the at-risk ninth grade public school population 

is housed in each freshman school, students at risk in reading who attended this school 

were representative of the larger ninth grade at-risk adolescent reader population of the 

district. In turn, by selecting three of these students, I fek I might have a representative 

sample of the school's ninth grade struggling readers. 

Because the three students selected for the study attended first, second or third 

period remedial reading taught by the same teacher who taught six periods of remedial 

readers daily, I assumed that the participants received similar instruction in reading. 

Since this remedial program is replicated at the sister freshman school, I felt that the 

students at this school reflected the at-risk readers from the city's general ninth grade 

population and that students were exposed to the same district curriculum. 

Due to the fact that the goal of the ninth grade remedial reading program was 

intervention in hopes of ensuring success during the final three years in high school, I 

assumed that the teacher would focus on raising the reading scores to above the district's 

required benchmark score of 73% by the end of the school year. Since the teacher's goal 

was to show successfiil student performance and growth where each classroom 

population in remedial reading had a history of test failure, I expected to observe a 

curriculum focused on test preparation skills and traditional comprehension strategies. I 

based this assumption on the sfress level imposed by accountability of the teachers and 
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the fact that teachers tend to rely on traditional methodology under conditions where 

teachers are attempting to remediate students (Allington, 1994). 

I expected some resistance to the study due to the fact that I was sponsored by the 

adminisfration to conduct this research rather than invited to the school by the principal 

or the teacher. I was aware that the faculty and administration might feel that the study 

interfered with the assigned curriculum. I expected that after I presented significance of 

the study to the principal and the teacher along with my plan to carry out the guidelines 

of the research, they would understand why the district administration had granted 

permission for me to conduct the research. Another assumption was that once I was 

granted permission to conduct the research in the remedial reading room, I would be 

allowed to follow the guidelines of the study as outiined in the letter to the district. 

After entering the remedial reading classroom, I assumed that I would be allowed 

to observe and interact with both the participants and the classroom community as long as 

I did not interrupt the academic school day. Any sfrategies that I introduced, I assumed, 

would first need to be met by the teacher's approval and would serve to build reading 

comprehension. In addition, I assumed that I would need to build a foundation of trust so 

that both the teacher and the students might respond to me as a support to their academic 

progress. 

Due to my background as a reading specialist, I assumed that the classroom 

library would contain a variety of high interest books, and since students in the ninth 

grade are exposed to informational text in their content classes, I expected to see mostly 

informational reading materials. I had this expectation due to the fact that I assumed that 
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a major emphasis of the remedial reading program was to offer support to its students and 

their teachers. In addition, I assumed that magazines and Internet resources would be 

available to the students for motivational reading experiences. 

I also expected to find emphasis on small group teaching and interpersonal 

sharing in the guided practice portion of daily lessons since Vygotsky (1978) emphasizes 

the importance of scaffolding and peer tutoring, an emphasis of study in teacher 

preparation courses. I did not expect to see teacher centered lectures due to the content of 

the teacher certification tests, which are oriented toward collaborative learning and 

learner centered proficiencies. 

I expected to encounter behavior problems stemming from low self-esteem since 

the students had struggled with reading during their school careers. I also expected 

student absences to be a factor in student achievement. Since the students were members 

of the general school population, I assumed that these behaviors were appropriate as a 

general rule. 

Last of all, it was my belief that struggling adolescent readers needed to have a 

voice in the solution to reading comprehension problems. Rosenblatt's solutions or 

suggestions seemed to give power and dignity to the reader. The aesthetic stance offered 

the possibility of sharing personal life experiences as well as text response while meaning 

is built. In addition, the efferent stance allowed the researcher to explore how at-risk 

adolescent ninth grade readers approached informational text and how, or i^ they carried 

facts beyond the text. This model fit the informational/content area text approach that I 

hoped to explore with the participants in the study. 
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Significance of the Study 

All researchers hope that their studies will contribute to the advancement of their 

field. I hoped to provide insight into the problems that adolescent students labeled at-risk 

encounter in their daily academic lives. I chose to investigate this topic by asking three 

ninth-grade remedial reading students directly about the reading curriculum because I 

didn't want to rely on the lenses of other researchers. From the beginning of the study, I 

pledged to report my findings through the students' voices rather than my own because 

they are closest to the problem and I valued their opinions. 

The knowledge gained from this study has implications for curriculum designed 

to better serve the at-risk adolescent student. Participants were invited to share their 

feelings about reading—a perspective that has not been presented in the body of 

qualitative research in reading as it applies to the at-risk student and informational text. 

The literature contained little information from the point of view of the at-risk students. 

With the pressure to perform on high-stakes tests, there is a crucial need to seek 

answers where questions have not been previously asked (Atwell, 1998). One place to 

ask those questions is in the classroom where the population is the very students who are 

struggUng with reading. At-risk adolescent readers can contribute to the body of reading 

research by providing insight to cognitive strategies that they employ while reading 

informational text. Reporting from at-risk adolescent readers themselves will result in 

knowledge for the researcher intent on designing curriculum that better meets the needs 

of these students. 
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There are few studies where students have a voice in the research model. Most 

literature centers on the voice of the researcher and was conducted from the 

professional's view. In addition, there is a lack of research in infusing the aesthetic stance 

into informational reading. Investigation of how "at-risk students" connect to 

informational text and how they connect these feelings to their world provides insight 

into building meaning and raising comprehension scores. We know that prior knowledge 

and the aesthetic stance in literature improves comprehension. Does the same apply to 

informational text? Can the aesthetic stance taken with fiction springboard to 

informational text? Answers to these questions give insight into design of instruction for 

the "at risk" adolescent by building on background knowledge and doing so in a more 

comfortable approach than the fraditional drill and skill approach. By approaching the 

struggling student through his/her feelings, a bond to the material and cormections to the 

world could emerge that otherwise might never been activated. 

The lack of information on how well students can assess their comprehension was 

also an area of research where more student voices needed to be heard. According to Lin, 

Zabrucky, and Moore (1997), there is a gap between the prediction of comprehension 

ability and actual ability. By addressing methods to monitor progress in reading where 

the at-risk students are in charge of their learning and assessment, I would be presenting a 

model of strength rather than deficiency. It is through a positive self-image that the at-

risk adolescent can claim victory over adversity. 

This study addressed the manner in which three at-risk adolescent readers 

approached informational text. It examined how at-risk readers perceived the strategies 
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they used to build comprehension and the effectiveness of those strategies. I approached 

this study to hear directly the point of view of adolescents in hopes to adding insight to 

future curriculum design focused on meeting the needs of at-risk adolescent readers. 

Limitations of the Study 

This descriptive case study focused on three at-risk remedial reading students. 

With the small sample size, I hoped to provide an in-depth study that explored the affect 

side of the participants in relation to reading. Academic limitations may have occurred in 

the study due to the fact that the students were preparing for state standardized exams and 

curriculum was focused on test preparation materials. Since strategies and tasks were 

selected by the teacher, I was limited in examination of some motivational and 

comprehensive strategies mentioned in the literature for struggling adolescent readers. 

An additional limitation occurred when I asked the teacher about the use of 

informational picture books to expand base knowledge. Although she agreed at the onset 

of the study to allow students to read books that I supplied, her philosophy and 

curriculum centered on the use of newspapers and pop culture magazines as her main 

source of informational text. There were assignments that required the use of the material 

used in the twenty-minute daily sustained silent reading that limited introduction of 

additional reading materials. This limited my ability to observe how students might have 

responded to informational text in picture book format. I did, however, use informational 

picture books for an audio-taped tutorial, and the students in the study did have the 

opportunity to read them during sustained silent reading toward the end of the study. 
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The study was also limited by the district request that students not be interrupted 

from academics or routines of the regular school day or during tutorials. These factors 

limited student contact and accessibility, which made conducting interviews especially 

difficuh since students were involved in before- and after-school tutorials, a vital 

component for success in their content area classes. I did not feel comfortable asking that 

they be excused from these sessions. Originally, I felt that students could be interviewed 

during "Charmel One News" in first period. When I mentioned this to the principal and to 

the teacher, I was not encouraged to use this time to conduct interviews since other 

teachers sometimes used the daily program as supplemental information to their text. 

Thus, interviews were Umited to library reward time during class periods on Fridays. 

I felt that the study may have also been limited by the fact that the principal was 

informed that the study would take place at his school rather than his being invited to 

participate. Although he appeared interested in the study, and he inquired twice how the 

study was progressing, he seemed concerned that his faculty might be disturbed by my 

presence. For example, I asked to shadow the students in the content area classrooms, and 

after talking to the teachers, he informed me that this would be upsetting to the content 

area teachers. It seems that the teachers thought I would be judging their teaching 

methods. Rather than risk losing the research site, I chose to work around this limitation 

by asking the teacher to encourage students to bring content area work into the remedial 

reading class when the students needed extra time to complete assignments. Although 

some of the others brought content area work to the remedial reading class, students in 

the study seldom brought content area texts or work to the remedial reading room. 
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The study was limited to the feedback provided by the students during interviews 

and observations of student behavior. Data may have varied according to mood swings 

and daily events. In addition, subject response to my note-taking and personal body 

language could have affected student behaviors and verbal contributions. Since 

qualitative case studies are limited by the instincts of the investigator, my personal 

sensitivity could have affected the choices of what I included and excluded in the study. 

Emotional factors and differences in prior experiences of the participants as well as the 

small sample size, Umited the study to the viewpoints of the particular participants. Thus, 

this study should not be generalized or replicated to other settings. Merriam (1998) states 

that "one selects a case study approach because one wishes to understand the particular in 

depth, not because one want to know what is generally true of the many" (p. 173). 

Concluding Remarks 

Whether at-risk students come from a history of discipline problems, frequent 

moves, broken homes or relationships, they are subject to leaving school before attaining 

the fiill benefit of a high school education. The results can be tenuous: a lifetime of 

poverty, work as unskilled laborer, member of the welfare system, and mental illness are 

all possible consequences for the at-risk adolescent who drops out of school (Rumberger, 

1987). Many dropouts turn to crime and drugs when faced with aduh responsibilities 

coupled with lack of academic literacy skills (Slavin, 1989). These sttidents need 

academic support that motivates them to take an active role in reading while encouraging 

personal interpretation and reflection. They need authentic informational text that is 
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supportive of content area learning because these are the texts that connect students to 

world. This will be further discussed in Chapter II. 

Rosenblatt's fransactional reading model (1994) answers this need. When 

students are encouraged to read and discuss while making cormections to prior 

knowledge, they will gain power over problems that reach beyond the walls of school and 

the school experience will hopefully move from boring to exciting. (See Chapter n for 

further discussion of Transactional theory.) One solution to reaching the at-risk 

adolescent reader may be to listen to the viewpoints of the students most closely involved 

in these issues... the at-risk adolescent readers. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

How to effectively motivate at-risk adolescent readers can be perplexing to 

educators, especially in this era of high-stakes testing. Part of the problem is recognizing 

that fraditional teaching methods often do not meet the needs of this diverse population. 

Through this literature review, I investigated how at-risk adolescents perceive text and 

what research suggests as effective methods of remediation within the framework of 

Rosenblatt's fransactional model. In this study, I addressed the need for interventions in 

the reading subject areas, research that connects to the transactional theory and broader 

educational issues that currently affect the at-risk adolescent. I also addressed 

metacognitive sfrategies that encourage active learning and a new school design. The 

information contained in this literature review adds to the understanding of struggling 

adolescent readers and offers solutions to better prepare them for participation in a 

society that depends on high literacy rates. But first, I discuss more frilly transitional 

theory. 

Transactional Theorv 

Transaction with text includes a hoUstic process that includes prior knowledge 

and communication between the reader and the author's text. The result is a reader's 

personal interpretation. This transaction involves a continuous and recursive construction 

of meaning on the part of the reader (Rosenblatt, 1985). While transacting with text, 

readers not only interact with the author's content message, but they also react to details 
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such as pragmatics, semantics, syntax, and sensory elements. These varied sources of 

information form a complex system as the reader progresses through a passage 

(Rumelhart, 1994). The system is personal, based on the reader's background, skills and 

interpretation of the text. In the classroom, the teacher's methodology can make a 

difference in how students approach text and in their motivation to read. 

The Text 

Rosenblatt (1994) refers to "text" in her theory as a set of signs that can become 

"verbal symbols." Bleich (1978) asserts that the symbols a reader uses are related to 

personal prior experiences, saying that, "the distinction a subject feels between himself 

and the symbols he uses is the basis of sanity and conscious fiinctioning.... The most that 

a reader can do with the real object, the text, is to see it" (p. 111). When readers 

experience a text, they will report the same sensorimotor reactions and they may agree on 

the vocabulary meaning contained within the passage. After this point in the reading 

experience each reader's "symbolization and resymbolization" of it is based on the prior 

knowledge and personal interpretation of the text. These actions on the part of the reader 

change the text into what Rosenblatt calls a literary work (Bleich, 1978). 

Thus, until the reader transacts with the text, the text is considered as mere ink 

marks on the page (Rosenblatt, 1978,1994). "Meaning" is defined as the event that 

occurs during the transaction process. In other words, Probst (1990) states that reading is 

more than just recognizing the words: 

The meaning, she (Rosenblatt) argued, was not hidden within or beneath the 
words, to be found, unearthed, and exhibited. It was not appropriate to suggest 
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that the reader merely submitted to or stole from the text. Rather, she suggested 
the reader performs with the text. (p. 29) 

Readers perform with the text as they progress through the passage. As personal 

memories, feelings, and images emerge, "they are the reader's as much as - even more 

than— t̂hey are the writer's or the text's" (p.29). This definition questions the notion that 

the printed page, itself, is the container of meaning. Chaplin (1982) agrees with 

Rosenblatt that to read proficiently, readers need to have skills in "phonemic, syntactic, 

and visual systems" as well as a curiosity and accurate memories suggesting that".. .an 

inquiring mind is a necessity for concentration and focus. Without it, thoughts are 

scattered and random" (p. 154). Together, these form varied sources of input as the 

reader progresses through the text. As struggling readers encounter new information in 

reading passages, they need to look beyond the words on the page and focus on prior 

knowledge to make the cormections that build meaning. 

The Poem 

As the text is being composed, the author is in control of content of the passage, 

but as the reader transacts with the text, the author quits participating and the text stands 

independent of its writer. While reading, the reader's past experiences condition the print 

and guide the reader to a personal interpretation and perception of the printed page 

(Chaplin, 1982). This aspect of transaction is what Rosenblatt (1978) refers to as the 

"poem." The "poem" gives birth to "images, emotion, and concepts" within the reader 

(Probst, 1987). The poem is the reader's creation, and it includes both the printed text and 

the reader's contribution of memories and personal "associations" (Probst, 1990). When, 
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for example, a struggling reader examines a picture and text from another time period and 

mentally participates in the scene, weaving his own memories and ideas into the text, like 

one student did when he read about the Mayans, this information becomes the reader's 

poem, separate from the author's text. 

Personal Interpretation 

The reader's personal interpretation of a passage is connected to what each reader 

brings a unique background to the text that cannot be replicated. By this definition, each 

reading is a different "poem," a new creation constructed by the reader and the text, and 

this, in turn, defines the "work" (Bleich, 1978). By accepting the theory that there is no 

single interpretation of a text, the transactional model provides the foundation for 

discriminating the validity of differing interpretations. Transaction requires active 

participation on the part of the reader as well as recognition that each reading event is 

personal and after it has been evoked, it is subject to reflection and analysis by others 

(Rosenblatt, 1990). 

This concept also accounts for cultural differences that are internalized. "I have 

urged that students be made aware of the implicit underlying cultural and social 

assumptions of any evoked work, and that they be helped to make these the basis for 

scrutinizing their own assumptions" (Rosenblatt, 1990, p. 106). Rosenblatt sees 

individuality in interpretation of text, with readers drawing on personal experiences and 

backgrounds with each transaction. Bishop (1990) asserts: 

Louise Rosenblatt forcefiilly reminds us that the text on the printed page is merely 
a potential, that only in the transaction between the reader and the text is the work 
of art created. Further, there is no single, generic interpretation of the text. Each 
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reader creates his or her own, depending on the background and experiences that 
reader brings to the fransaction. (p. 8) 

In addition to being personal, a reader's interpretation or responses to passages 

are situational and nonlinear (Chaplin, 1982). "Therefore, acquiring academic 

information is dependent on the student's ability to define purposes for reading and to 

balance what is afready known and what is to be learned " (p. 151). Thus, it is necessary 

for the reader to understand not only the reason for reading, but also to build meaning by 

activating prior knowledge which will serve as a foundation for new knowledge 

contained in the passage. 

When readers respond to a passage through conversation, they explore avenues of 

building meaning by exchanging ideas in a shared experience. Rosenblatt (1938) suggests 

that the transactional approach embraces discussion as a method of clarifying information 

and emotions, believing ".. .the discussion that grows out of literary expressions may 

provide a means of helping young people to develop the habit of reflection. Literature 

makes possible rehearsals of the struggle to clarify emotion and to make it the basis of 

intelligent and informed thinking" (p. 281). How a reader responds to text in discussions 

can rest in the ability of the teacher to frame questions that activate higher-level thinking. 

Struggling readers, especially, need opportunities for social interaction v̂ dth their peers as 

they complete reading assignments so that they can clarify concepts. Koeller (1981) 

asserts "teachers can guide children to substantiate their reactions to the story as they 

continually seek to understand their reactions to the story as they continually seek to 

understand their own and peer responses" (p. 7). Responses will remain active only if the 

reader's input is regarded as valid and valued by both peers and the teacher. The meaning 
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of the text is what can be "verified by other readers and by recourse to the historical 

grounding of the text, if such is available. The significance of the text is personal or, 

perhaps, communal" (Purves, 1990, p.87). This requires the teacher to be skillful and 

alert to personal and cultural differences: 

Given the diversity of possible temperaments and possible backgrounds in any 
one student group, any possible backgrounds in one student group, any discussion 
will tend also to develop a special character and focus. If the teacher seeks to take 
advantage of this, he will not attempt to impose any particular routine on the 
discussion but will let it grow out of the points of stress and the perplexities 
emphasized by the students themselves. (Rosenblatt, 1938, p. 292) 

Whether the reader discusses with other readers or progresses through a text 

independently, the reader's attention may change. Iser (1978) refers to this change of 

focus while fransacting with text as the "moving viewpoint," and recognizes the 

importance of previous experience in constructing meaning and building memory. This 

explains diversity in interpretation of passages and disallows the possibility of one 

particular interpretation of a text. He further asserts that, "it is in the reader that the text 

comes to life, and this is true even when the meaning has become so historical that is no 

longer relevant to us" (p. 19). 

Rosenblatt's message in the transactional model of reading centers on personal 

experiences of the reader and it has required intelligence and perseverance to maintain 

these truths and their implications (Dixon, 1990). Over the years, Dixon continues, 

Rosenblatt has reminded us that "a poem, a novel, a play... is an event in the Hfe of a 

reader. It is an experience she or he lives as part of the ongoing stream of life. Thus, each 

reading is unique and personal" (p. 19). It is the blend of the whole experience: what the 

reader brings to the text, including prejudices and hopes, histories and beliefs as well as 
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input from other readers that shape reader perception of the text (Probst, 1990). Thus, 

within this framework is the preeminence of the role of the reader, struggling or 

proficient. 

The Role of the Reader 

Rosenblatt's (1995) reading model puts reading selection and interpretation on the 

shoulders of the reader, which allows the reader to have thoughts independent of the 

teacher. The transaction process removes the reader from the receptive and passive role to 

an active role in meaning construction, where reading is an ongoing creative activity. In 

the reading event, Probst (1990) asserts, readers must attend to the printed page as well as 

to what personal experiences they have brought to the reading passage and this explains 

diversity in interpretation of passages while disallowing the possibility of a particular 

interpretation of a text. As Probst conunents, "It is in the reader that the text comes to 

life, and this is true even when the meaning has become so historical that is no longer 

relevant to us" (p. 19). Rosenblatt's research focuses on readers' response, where the 

reader is the most vital element of the reading experience. Chaplin (1982) agrees that the 

power of the written word is dependent on the energies of its readers, and it is the reader 

who confrols the reading experience. 

In the transactional reading model, students take a responsible and demanding 

role, which departs from the traditional system of skill and transmitted information. This 

experience can be uncomfortable for the teacher: 

We hardly need to be reminded that many English teachers fear the unknown 
involved in getting kids to open up and tp respond with heaven-knows-what. How 
much more comfortable it is to use the teacher's guide and the end-of-the-
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selection questions and all those wonderfully glib answers we've picked up in 
those graduate seminars. 

Even so, most English teachers would likely agree that one of their major 
responsibilities is to free students from the teacher, to help students to learn how 
to make meaning out of all those marks on paper when the teacher is no longer 
around. (Probst, 1990, p. 13) 

Probst (1987) ftuther suggests that the reader is unique and should not suppress 

personal interpretation for the sake of a purified text. This means the transactional theory 

demands that student create information from personal experiences, from conversations 

with peers and educators, and from the text. "The reader's background, the feelings, 

memories, and associations called forth by the reading are not only relevant, they are the 

foundation upon which understanding of a text is built... Acknowledge and examine the 

responses it evokes" (Probst, 1987, p. 2). Thus, the "wait and see what the teacher or 

another person says" approach is not present in the transactional model and neither is 

recording information through simple note taking acceptable in this approach. Instead, 

Probst (1990) professes that students are encouraged to reflect on their own lives and how 

to place the information into the framework of the reading experience. 

Bleich (1978) notes, however, that Rosenblatt cautions the reader not to sfray too 

far from the experience of the text. "The idea of a fransaction between reader and text 

entails, in her treatise, an equal respect for both. She argues that as the reader's response 

develops, it is successively altered and limited by the text rather than by a new perception 

of it" (p. 110). Rosenblatt (1978) explains that the reader's prior knowledge and cultural 

assumptions are part of the openness of text. To decode the message contained in a 

reading passage, the reader recreates from the printed word a speaker and possibly an 

author. The author uses text as a vehicle for directing the attention and senses of the 
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reader. When considering stability of text, patterns of verbal signs should be examined as 

well as the framework of the passage: 

The reader, on the one hand, respects the limitations set by the verbal cues, and, 
on the other hand, draws on his own resources to fill in the gaps to realize the 
blueprint provided by the text. Recognizing the essential role of the text as the 
stimulus to the creativity of the reader has its corollary recognition, both the 
opermess of the text, on the one hand, and on the other, its constraining fiinction 
as a guide or check. (Rosenblatt, 1978, p. 88) 

Thus, the text may provide the foimdation for organization, but it is open to the 

personal contributions from the reader gained from both the author's and the reader's 

worlds. It can be inferred, then, that struggling readers need to develop an awareness of 

the text as in continual revision as they read and that, during this construction, it is 

acceptable to use personal resources to aid in building comprehension. 

This experience grows into ongoing revision that directs the process (Rosenblatt, 

1994). For example, readers examine each new concept or thought in the reading passage 

for how it fits into their prior expectations for the interpretation they have afready 

constructed. If the words on the page do not make sense to the meaning the reader has 

evoked, meaning is revised or in some cases discarded. "For each additional choice will 

signal certain options and exclude others, so that even as the 'meaning' evolves, the 

selecting, synthesizing impulse is itself constantly shaped and tested' (p. 1064). In 

agreement with the constructivist views of Dewey (1938), the transactional model is built 

on recursive activity where self-correction occurs and where reader and text are in 

concert to build meaning. 

Probst (1987) asserts, "Transactional theory demands attention, in other words, 

to who the readers are, what they bring to the text, the expectations they have of texts and 
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the choices they make as they read. The choice of stance may be crucial" (p. 2). At-risk 

readers may need help recognizing the power of who they are as readers and the efficacy 

of their past experiences in aiding them to build meaning as they read (Allen, 2000). 

The Reader's Stance 

How the reader approaches the text is considered the stance the reader takes 

toward the text. As previously mentioned, when prior experience is activated, selective 

attention keeps some information and discards other information. The stance taken by the 

reader is attuned to the reader's purpose and reflects the "the experiential equipment" the 

reader brings to the reading. This equipment allows the print on the page to enter the 

fransaction and influence the public and private meanings (Rosenblatt, 1994). There are 

two stances recognized by Rosenblatt (1938, 1978, 1994) and identified as efferent or 

"information seeking", and aesthetic or the "emotional experience offered by the text" 

(Probst, 1987). 

For example, when the reader takes an efferent stance, the main objective is to 

seek information from the reading experience (Rosenblatt, 1994). " The term efferent 

(from the Latin efferre, to carry away) designates the kind of reading in which attention is 

centered predominately on what is to be extracted and retained after the reading 

event.. meaning results from abstracting-out and analytically structuring the ideas, 

information, directions, or conclusions to be retained, used or acted on after the reading 

event" (p. 1066). Probst (1987) views the efferent stance as seeking information much as 

the person who needs to make a car repau- approaches a repair manual. "The mechanic 

reads to extract from the text the information necessary to accomplish a particular task. 
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The rhythms and sounds of the language are of less interest than its accuracy and 

simplicity" (p. 2). When reading efferently, the reader attempts to leave the qualitative 

elements of reading to concenfrate on the concepts contained within the passage 

(Rosenblatt, 1978). 

The text gives the reader clues as to which stance to take in the reading 

experience in the style of the layout and its structure. Texts that focus on the message of 

the printed words may lack nuance, metaphor, and other literary devices present in 

qualitative, or aesthetic, pieces (Stubley, 1995). "Texts with complex messages 

considered of singular journal, on the other hand, are complicated by responses to such 

structures and consequently, best written in a way that will not call attention to the lived-

through qualitative aspects of the reading event" (p. 58). 

As readers approach efferent text, they set a purpose for reading. If the 

expectations are not met, readers must return to the passage in search of missing 

information or adjust expectations (Chaplin, 1982). "If verification does not occur, the 

reader must reread to discover something that was missed or to discard unreasonable 

expectations" (p. 151). Successfiil reading occurs when the "residue" that remains after 

the reading is internalized. 

StruggUng adolescent readers might take the efferent stance as they approach text 

that connects to their interests. Setting the purpose of reading to gain information, they 

might reread portions of text to build meaning as they extract needed information. 

Aesthetic reading, on the other hand, focuses on what happens during the reading 

event (Rosenblatt, 1978). "In aesthetic reading, the reader's attention is centered directly 

on what he is living through during his relationship with that particular text" (p. 25). The 
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aesthetic stance allows the reader to experience the feelings, ideas, situations, 

personalities, and emotions of the passage intuitively. Readers may attend to the sounds 

and rhythms of passages that they hear internally: 

The aesthetic reader pays attention to, savors, the qualities of the feelings, ideas, 
situations, scenes, personalities, and emotions that are called forth and participates 
in the tensions, conflicts, and resolutions of the images, ideas, and scenes as they 
unfold. The lived-through meaning is felt to correspond to the text. (Rosenblatt, 
1994, p. 1067) 

This response is not a matter of free association, however. Rosenblatt (1978) 

states, "the concept of fransaction emphasizes the relationship with, and continuing 

awareness of, the text" (p. 29). Probst (1987) suggests the aesthetic stance requires a less 

directive mindset than the efferent stance, asserting suggesting that "a reader adopting 

such a stance attends not only to content—the information, story, or argument offered— 

but also to the feelings evoked, the associations and memories aroused, the stream of 

images that pass through the mind during the act of reading" (p. 2). Aesthetic reading 

also differs from informational reading in the way the reader looks for nuances in 

passages: 

Recent literary theory has come to view literature less in terms of the writer and 
more in terms of the reader, for it appears to be the reader—particularly the 
informed and trained reader—^who defines a text as 'literary' and reads it not for 
information but for the nuances of the text itself (Purves, 1990, p.87) 

Response to the evocation is usually associated with activity that happens when 

reading is completed. The transactional model, however, considers that the foundation is 

laid during the reading (Rosenblatt, 1978). During reading, concentration is centered on 

what occurs in the mind of the reader during the event or, in other words, how the reader 

is living through the experience. In taking an efferent stance to the reading of Frost's 
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"Birches," for example, Rosenblatt (1978) states, that the fact seeker searches for images 

and concepts and the words in the piece. However, this does not discount the attention 

paid to the feelings and associations that these words evoke from within the brain. 

"Listening to himself, he synthesizes these elements in a meaningful structure" (p. 25). 

Rosenblatt further comments, "The reader performs very different activities 

during aesthetic and nonaesthetic readings. The contrast derives primarily from the 

difference in the reader's focus of attention during the reading event" (1978, p.23). 

Reading to find information focuses on the public aspects while moving personal 

feelings or ideas to the "periphery" of concentration. To read the same text vwth an 

aesthetic stance means readers must recognize the public elements and wording, but also 

make personal associations and feelings while reading the text. There are no frrm 

boundaries separating efferent reading from aesthetic reading. Imperative to the 

understanding of the differences of these approaches is the realization that the same text 

can be read from either stance: 

To take a popular example: the mathematician turns from his efferent, abstract 
manipulations of his symbols to focus his attention on, and to aesthetically savor, 
the 'elegance' of his solution. Again, we may focus our attention on the 
qualitative living-through of what we derive from the text of'Ode on a Grecian 
Urn' or we may turn our attention to efferent analysis of its syntax. (Rosenblatt, 
1978, p. 25) 

Although the purpose for reading differs, the intensity of the transaction may not 

be greater in one stance than the other (Chaplin, 1982). "At times, however the purposes 

may complement one another, for it is possible to read for information and savor the 

experience at the same time" (p. 151). Where the reader falls on the continuum of 
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efferent to aesthetic reading is not controlled by the text, but decided by the reader's 

relationship to the text. Probst (1987) states: 

Although the text may contain strong clues that suggest the appropnate stance (as 
does a poem, with its obvious arrangement in lines and stanzas, and a legal 
document, with its own set of distinguishing features), a reader may choose to 
approach it as a source of information-efferently—or as a source of poetic 
experience-aesthetically.. .It is the reader who must determine the stance, (p. 3) 

Thus, the transactional model allows for the possibility that what may be an 

aesthetic passage to one reader, may be read efferently by another. "Therefore 

fransactional theory does not draw a distinct line between types of reading" (Chaplin, 

1982, p. 151). It may also vary from time to time by the same reader, depending on the 

circumstances of the reading experience. Readings can fall near the extremes of the 

stances, yet, most reading seems to focus on the middle ground between the two 

(Rosenblatt, 1994). For this study, I wanted to see if connections to personal reading 

interests or life issues provided the background experience in reading to allow for 

efferent and aesthetic reading of passages. 

Transactional Reading Model and the Classroom 

The transactional model of reading that Rosenblatt defined in 1938 is still timely 

in today's classroom: 

It continues to instruct teachers, to suggest mnovation and experimentation in the 
classroom, and to raise questions about the purpose and the practice of literature 
teaching. (Probst, 1990, p. 36) 

Rosenblatt (1994) explains that this is a graduated process on a continuum of 

efferent-aesthetic that she describes as the two ways we perceive the world and she 

stresses that students should be made aware of this continuum from the time they begin to 
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read. She also states that, "since both stances involve cognitive and affective as well as 

public and private elements, students need to learn to differentiate the circumstances that 

call for one or the other stance" (p. 1084). She continues by noting that in most cases, the 

educational system fails to develop definite stances for the students or they call upon 

inappropriate ones such as relying on workbooks that match poetry with fact finding or 

informational subjects with storybook genre. "Small wonder that graduates of our schools 

(and coUeges) often read poems and novels efferently or respond to political statements 

and advertisements with an aesthetic stance" (p. 1084). 

The traditional approach to teaching literature is to concentrate on content rather 

than feelings and associations. When educators concentrate solely on academic growth, 

they risk neglecting other areas that develop social skills and higher level thinking relying 

on assigrmients structured where the teacher " themselves become the audience for 

student' written work, and answering question becomes the main purpose for reading 

(Irvin, 1997, p. 291). This inhibits a reader's progress toward becoming an independent 

learner and is especially difficult on the struggling reader. For example, when Allen 

(1995) asked a group of struggling readers to explain what she could do to help them 

become better readers most of them had no idea. In conversing with them she found they 

had been given worksheets, forced to read orally, and were seldom given the opportunity 

for written response or oral discussions. The result was a class of passive learners who 

suffered from a lack of self-esteem. Her approach was to build in successful experiences 

and a class filled with reading and reflection. At years' end, she asked them to evaluate 

their classroom experience and discovered that "they focused on the feeling of success 

that had been building for many months" (Allen, 1995, p. 117). 
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It is through reflection that students are encouraged to make connections to prior 

knowledge. Thus it is necessary for students to be able to blend reading experiences with 

their life experiences. This translates to a need for meaningful textbooks (Chaplin, 1982). 

"Reading a textbook is a futile experience for students who cannot relate to it" (p. 152). 

Although it is the reader who determines the stance for reading, it is the responsibility of 

the teacher to guide students through the relevant material in the reading assigrunent with 

its possibilities and then to link the text to student prior knowledge. Probst (1987) states: 

Transactional theory insists that the reader's individuality must be respected and 
considered; those readers initially understand a work only on the basis or prior 
experience. They carmot make sense of a text except by seeing it in the light of 
experiences, other texts, (p. 2) 

In either stance, the reader has a stream of consciousness, which results in a 

combination of public and private cormections with the symbols on the page that is 

framed by the purpose for reading (Rosenblatt, 1990). If, however, the teacher 

concenfrates mostly on factual content of a text, the aesthetic stance of reading may not 

reach its fiiU potential. "Teachers often forget that if students know that they will be 

tested primarily on factual aspects of the work (often by muhiple-choice questions) a full 

aesthetic reading is prevented, and the 'mix' swings toward the efferent end of the 

continuum" (p. 105). Chaplin (1982) views content courses as classes focused on the 

efferent stance and time requirements that demand students read assignments from an 

efferent stance with little opportunity to reflect. This comes at an academic cost to 

students, however. Chaplin asserts that, "to internalize content... sttidents must be able to 

shift from aesthetic to efferent reading without conscious effort" (p. 154). Yet, the 

aesthetic response is rarely sought in such courses. 
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On the same note, Rosenblatt (1978) contends that some psycholinguists claim 

that reading can bypass the sound of words by concentrating on the direct link between 

the visual symbol and meaning and thus, concentrate on speed. This type of reading still 

concenfrates on the efferent stance at the expense of the aesthetic stance: 

Hence, the absurdity of the advertisements for speedreading that claim that a 
novel can be read in minutes. This would be only efferent reading. The text would 
simply not have been read as a novel, as a literary work of art; a brief summary of 
the 'plot' would have served the reader just as well as the complete text. 
(Rosenblatt, 1978, p. 25) 

As we read, we generate evocations which can be efferent or aesthetic 

(Rosenblatt, 1994). As we generate these experiences, we react emotionally, which 

affects how we proceed v^th the reading. Students need to be aUowed to deal with their 

own emotions while reading. "How the words will function must depend on part upon 

what minds they strike" (p. 31.) If something triggers a conscious reflection, perhaps due 

to a discrepancy with our prior knowledge, we may find it necessary to stop and reread 

parts of the passage. The range of reaction may cause a shift to a more technical analysis 

of the text. 

In efferent reading, Stubley (1995) sees the affective component as helpfiil in 

comprehension, although, it is not the main focus of the reading event. He asserts that 

"while the affective component of the latter may function as a tool in the efferent 

transaction, helping the reader on an intuitive or unconscious level to construct meaning, 

it generaUy lies outside the focus of the reader's direct attention" (p. 57). The reader may 

strive to revisit the effect that the passage evoked by reflecting on the "meaning" and by 

recaUing certain aspects of what happened during the reading of the text. This process 

contributes to interpretation of the text (Rosenblatt, 1994). For over fifty years, 
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Rosenblatt has stressed that the initial response to a passage is the required first step of 

criticism, which is followed by reflection and judgment. Farrell (1990) asserts that 

Rosenblatt "views the initial response to a work of literature as being just that—a 

begirming—an essential first step that must be followed by the reader's judicious 

reflection and judgment" (p. ix). 

For the transactional model to fiinction in the secondary classroom, teachers must 

establish a comfort level of exchange of ideas and exploration. This includes allowing 

students time to read and discuss free of competition. Probst (1990) states that "at the 

secondary school level, teachers who run a competitive classroom imply a hierarchy of 

answers, some best, some good, some bad, and students quickly learn who produces the 

best, and if they care, will defer to them" (p. 33). Students benefit from having to rely on 

their own resources while they formulate responses to their own first readings (Probst, 

1990). 

Farrell (1990) points to five foundational points for use in the classroom: 

• Allow students to express reactions to reading passages both in writing and in 

discussions. This process serves to illuminate responses while allovdng the reader to 

adjust interpretations that lack text support. 

• Recognize that literature has both social and aesthetic components that are 

interrelated. By limiting recognition of a single component over the others is to 

diminish the piece of literature as a whole entity. 

• To encourage students to investigate the literature and to avoid stereotypical ideas, 

teachers need to be aware of basic concepts in the social sciences. 

• Equip students with problem solving strategies to foster independent thinking. 
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• Expose students to cuhurally diverse literature from the present and the past. 

In summary, teachers can benefit from approaching reading from the transactional 

model. Students can be encouraged to transact with the text, and to incorporate 

collaborative learning that encourages them to interact with knowledge gained from 

reading (Rosenblatt (1994). Struggling readers are often given traditional worksheets and 

individual assigrunents out of convenience for teachers, because students lack social 

skills and changes in routines often cause chaos in the classroom. This approach can 

hinder development in asking purposeflil questions in response to reading passages, and 

growth in communication skills through writing and oral discussion (Allen, 1995). 

Rosenblatt (1994) concludes that if the classroom cUmate is one of students and 

teachers actively fransacting with each other in the school setting, the environment will 

include a holistic context. Teaching literacy by encouraging students to construct and 

reconstruct multiple forms of text encourages students to draw on a bank of prior 

knowledge and language experiences that fosters active learning. Rosenblatt's 

transactional model invites the hoUstic approach to reading that encourages active 

participation on the part of students learning how to communicate and problem solve 

because they will not always have teachers at their sides. For all students this is a vital 

life skill, but for the student who is labeled as at-risk, it may be an even more critical 

lesson. 

Adolescents At-Risk 

Educators are aware that some students are not successful in the school arena for 

one reason or another, and it can be difficult to understand why the school system works 
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for some students but not for others. The largest numbers of students drop out between 

their junior and senior year of high school (Glasgow, 1996). Why does this happen? A 

place to begin such an investigation is a context for describing the at-risk adolescent as 

presented in the literature. 

The adolescent years span the middle and the high school years (Wiles & Bondi, 

2002). It is a time of transition from childhood to adulthood and replete with intense 

emotional and academic changes that require teachers equipped with specialized skills 

and empathy for those in these grade levels. Myers and Hilliard (1997) state that it is 

during this time of life that students make decisions that can affect the rest of their lives. 

Decisions such as "whether to stay in school or drop out, do drugs or reject them, follow 

the crowd or set their own goals" (p. 286). Educators and researchers try to identify 

warning indicators of whether a student is at-risk of leaving school so that interventions 

can be put in place in an attempt to keep the students from making poor decisions. This is 

not a simple task. 

One reason for its diflficuhy is that defining the at-risk adolescent student is 

somewhat complicated. Heward (2000) defines at-risk young people as those who "have 

a greater than usual chance of developing a disability.... The term also refers to students 

who are experiencing learning problems in the regular classroom and are therefore at-risk 

of school failure or of being identified for special education services" (p. 4). 

Factors that serve to identify students as at-risk include students who come from a 

single parent home, students who have a sibling who has dropped out of school, those 

students who have changed schools two or more times for reasons other than normal 

progression from grade to grade, academic indicators of earning C's in sixth, seventh and 
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eighth grades, low socioeconomic status, and students who have been retained (Horn & 

Carroll, 1997). Students that are likely to complete their high school education, but who 

are ill-equipped with basic academic skills are also considered at-risk (Slavin, 1989). 

Students who have been labeled as at-risk and who attend the nation's 1,390 alternative 

high schools due to violence, illegal activity, drug usage, or behavioral problems 

comprise 2% of the high school population (Grunbaum, Kann, & Steven, 2000). 

In addition, young people who are considered disadvantaged are considered at-

risk due to environmental factors such as living in a home where additional learning 

experiences that are considered routine in other homes are not provided, or if they do not 

receive adequate formal training in their schools (Pallas, Natriello, & McDill, 1988). Key 

factors identifying this situation include some ethnic group (Hispanic and Blacks are at-

risk for less academic proficiency than Whites), structure of the family (poverty and 

single parent homes), maternal influence (educational level of mother affects 

performance of the child), and limited language proficiency (LEP students are prone to 

have academic difficulty which can result in dropping out of school). Between 10% and 

25% of America's students under the age of seventeen can be identified as disadvantaged 

and it is predicted that this number will increase. 

As educators, we need to question how the at-risk adolescent reader can be helped 

and how schools can better serve this population so that dropping out is not the favored 

option. Slavin (1989) states, "Allowing large numbers of disadvantaged students to leave 

school with minimal skill ensures them a life of poverty and dependence—consequences 

of which are disastrous to the social cohesiveness and well-being of our nation" (p. 4). 
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According to the first annual report by the National Center for Education 

Statistics (Frase, 1989), students who receive poor grades, have been retained in earlier-

grades, or are often absent for reasons other than illness are prone to drop out of school. 

A predictor of dropping out is the attendance record of the student during the first four 

months of tenth grade. In addition, students who live in urban areas, who live in the 

southern or the western areas of the United States, are married or have children, or have 

encountered problems with authorities or the law, are also at-risk of dropping out of 

school. 

It is a challenge for some young people to progress through adolescence 

(Rumelhart, 1994). Behaviors such as defiance often mask adolescents' underlying 

developmental progress, and the response of the adults in their lives may determine how 

students considered at-risk react to school situations. Educators have control over their 

personal interactions with adolescent students. By developing an understanding of 

adolescent behaviors, it is hoped that they can reduce the "risk" for some of their students 

(Irvin, 1996). 

The major social unit for adolescents' emotional development is the family 

(Martin & Martin, 2000). For many students, however, the family unit is not supportive 

or lacks guidance. For these young people, the road to adulthood is often paved in 

isolation. This can result in feelings of alienation and double messages regarding 

acceptable and unacceptable behavior. Martin and Martin (2000) assert that affluent 

parents often send mixed messages to their teenagers such as being too busy with 

demanding lives, which results in not seeing to adolescents' needs, and when "problems 

do hit home, parents' reaction is often shock or dismay (p. 786). Low SES parents, 
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struggling to earn living, often do not have the time needed to spend with their children. 

Consequently, adolescents from these family profiles can develop low expectations of 

themselves and become labeled "at-risk" for depression, addictions or violent behavior 

(Field, Diego, & Sanders, 2001; Martin & Martin, 2000). Other students become victims 

of depression, and some attempt or succeed in suicidal behavior (Cleary, 2000). 

Absenteeism becomes more pronounced with at-risk students, which results in poor 

academic performance (Guttmacher, Weitzman, & Kapadia, 2002). Although sttidents are 

still influenced by their parents, peer relationships set the standard for models of behavior 

(Wiles & Bondi, 2002). Many students drop out or perform at minimal levels. If they 

graduate, they have only the lowest skills and are forced to live in poverty because they 

have not acquired marketable skills (Martin & Martin, 2000). 

Students who drop out of school are prone to suffer negative individual and social 

consequences. Rumberger (1999) states that drop outs may have difficulty in securing 

adequate employment both in the short term and in the fiiture, and that "while graduating 

from high school does not ensure that a person has sufficient academic skills for 

successfiil employment and fiirther education, failing to graduate usually ensures that a 

person does not" (p. 113). This has implications for society because it puts a burden on 

the taxpayer regarding tax revenues and lost earnings. In has been estimated that 52% of 

welfare recipients and the unemployed are high school dropouts (Lunenburg, 1999). In 

addition, students who drop out of school are at-risk of committing crimes against 

society. Eighty two percent of the prison population is composed of dropouts, and 85% 

of the juveniles in the court system are at-risk students. Up to 80% of the daytime 

burglaries are committed by dropouts (Walker & Sprague, 1999). 
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In addition to the economic factors, it is possible that dropping out of high school 

may have consequences for students' mental and physical heahh. Drug abuse and 

propensity for accidents are factors plaguing many adolescents who choose to quit 

school. Dropping out of school has been implicated in other heahh factors as well, 

including hospitalization and death (Walker & Sprague, 1999). 

There are five specific factors that are common among the drop out population 

that can serve to alert educators to student potential for at-risk behavior (Walker & 

Sprague, 1999). If the father or mother is arrested, or if one or more family transitions 

occur (such as a death, divorce, trauma, or family upheaval), the child is considered at-

risk. If the child becomes a cUent of protective services or has a history of early antisocial 

behavior, the student is "at-risk for adoption of a delinquent Ufestyle" (p. 68). In 

addition, a yoimg person who receives special education services is also considered at-

risk for dropping out of school. Other symptoms include frequent office referrals, chronic 

discipline problems, and excessive absenteeism (Walker & Sprague, 1999). Students 

cite poor academic performance begirming in early elementary years, grade retention, 

discipline, and pregnancy as reasons for dropping out of school (Lunenburg, 1999). 

At the coUege level, students who had at-risk characteristics but persevered and 

graduated from high school differed from their counterparts when asked about their 

educational goals. Horn and Carroll (1997) reported that 56% of students labeled at-risk 

aspired to get a bachelor's degree where 81% of the students identified as not at-risk 

planned on attaining a four year degree. Approximately 44% of the at-risk students were 

minimally prepared for the academics in college compared to 75% of their counterparts. 

The sample for this study included students with at least one of the foUov^ng identifying 
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characteristics: single parent home, having an older sibling who dropped out of school, 

changing schools more than twice for reason other than normal progression, grades below 

"C" in the years between sixth and eighth grades, low SES, and those who had been 

retained at least once. In this group of students, "58 percent of 1992 high school 

graduates had one or more risk factors; 32 percent had one risk factor, 16 percent had 

two, and 9 percent had three or more" (Horn & Carroll, 1997, p. iii). 

There is hope, however, for improving the picture for students considered at-risk 

including early identification and intervention. Parent training sessions and school-based 

prevention seem to be effective strategies. Developing academic competence and 

community support groups that coUaborate with the school system are seem to be making 

a difference in how students see themselves and cormect to school and the community 

(Walker & Sprague, 1999). 

It is a great challenge to teach adolescents, and that challenge becomes greater 

when they are considered at-risk (Taylor & Nesheim, 2000). "Our responsibility to the 

emerging readers in our classrooms is to provide opportunities for literacy that readers 

find meaningflil and interesting so that they become wiUing and able to construct 

meaning from printed text" (p. 308). Adolescents who find reading meaningflil and who 

can cormect text to life experiences have more of a chance of becoming active and 

motivated learners (Robb, 2000). Nurturing educational systems build on reader sfrengths 

and are personal, based on readers' background, skills and interpretation of the text. In 

classrooms, the teachers' responses to readers and learners can make a difference in how 

students respond to text. 
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The Need for Intervention 

Much attention has been focused on early literacy, but adolescent programs have 

been neglected, resulting in marginalization of students above the third grade level 

(Donahue, Voekl, Campbell, & Mazzeo, 1999). Programs that support children in 

kindergarten through second grade are dropped when students reach third or fourth grade. 

It is assumed that by this time reading problems have been remediated (Vacca, 1998). 

Expectations of achievement are supported by the belief that adolescents have essential 

reading skills to function in society. 

Atwell (1998) conmients that the functional level of Uteracy, which was eighth 

grade before World War n, has increased by five grade levels. The demand for mcreased 

reading proficiency is due, in part, to the increase in technology and demands for 

increased Uteracy levels in the workplace. Humphrey, Lipsitz, McGovern, and Wasser 

(1997) concur by stating, "In our modem society, literacy demands are steadily 

increasing across all arenas of our lives, making strong reading achievement a necessary 

accomplishment for all" (p. 305). Many educators are not meeting the needs of society, 

however, because they do not aUow time for students to read at school or they limit 

reading instruction to theory and isolated skills (Atwell, 1998). Olson (2001) asserts that 

the goal of standardized tests is to set higher expectations which are hampering high-

quality education and create "mindless and undesirable standardization in schools" (p. 3). 

Although many students read proficiently, others are still developing as readers, and 

according to the International Reading Association, are not receiving the education they 

deserve (Moore, Bean, Birdyshaw, & Rycik, 1999). In addressing the needs of the 

StruggUng adolescent readers, Vacca and Vacca (2002) comment: 
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One of the realities facing teachers across all content areas today is that many 
students make little use of reading as a tool for learning. Either they read 
academic texts superficially or find ways to circumvent the process altogether. 
Yet the ability to read well enough to learn with texts is one of the keys to 
independent and lifelong learning, (p. 350) 

Without continued support, much of what was learned in the early years is forgotten or 

not applied by the time students get to the middle grades. This is one reason for 

firusfration in the struggling readers and a reason for their lack of motivation. Students 

feel isolated by this marginalized approach to their education and become passive and 

unmotivated learners (Vacca, 1998). "Let's not marginalize adolescent literacy, pushing 

it to the edges of public debate and policy, at a time when the literacy development of 

early adolescents and teenagers is more critical than ever" (p. 606). 

When a young person is in middle school, and reading on the lower elementary 

level, boredom or inappropriate classroom behavior often occurs, resulting in cessation of 

reading motivation (Guthrie, Alao, & Rhinehart, 1997). Adolescents need successfiil 

reading experiences to view themselves as readers and to develop appetites for reading. 

They need experiences that build self-esteem and foster inquiry into areas of interest 

which, in turn, nurtures active learning and motivates student reading (Robb, 2000). 

Self-esteem for aU students, however, is fragile during the adolescent years and 

a decrease in self-esteem increases the probability for misunderstood behavior. Goodlad 

(1984) found that there is a decrease in adolescent self-concept between elementary and 

senior high school. Students who ranked themselves at 73% in self-esteem in elementary 

school, ranked themselves at 66% in junior high and at only 57% in high school. When 

self-esteem suffers, adolescents lose interest in school. Research by Bintz (1993) 

indicates that students who experience poor ability in reading are prone to inappropriate 
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behavior in an attempt to avoid discovery, ridicule, or failure. Poorly equipped teachers 

feel frustrated when faced with student behavior that is inappropriate, or with what they 

perceive as student boredom or learning problems. Teachers tend to abandon these 

students as hopeless cases or try to solve the problem by resorting to the drill and skill 

methods that did not work in the lower grades (Allen, 2000). 

One contributor to the problem of "at-risk" adolescents' lack of literacy is found 

in the teacher preparation coursework. When the number of required reading pedagogy 

courses for pre-service teachers are reduced, the effect is that universities are producing 

teachers who are ill prepared for the adolescent who struggles with reading (Moore et al, 

1999). The lack of support for reading classes at the middle school level is also 

detrimental. Efforts to reform the K-8 design of public education to the current 

elementary grades and middle grades have resulted in the elimination of stand alone 

reading courses in many middle schools. Instead of teaching reading as a separate course, 

it is often combined with English. As a result, there tends to be little time devoted to 

independent reading and skill development (Humphrey et al., 1997). 

Another component of student marginalization is the lack of student access to 

books in the school libraries. Lack of titles or outdated reading materials are the average 

rather than the exception in most middle schools. Money that was once spent to update 

libraries is often spent on technology (Humphrey et al., 1997). When surveyed, however, 

middle school students expressed a desire to read a wide range of materials. Rather than 

losing interest in reading, adolescents wanted a voice in the selection of reading 

materials. Students desired a choice in what they read. Free choice in selection bolstered 

their inclination to read (Ivey, 1999). 
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Since visiting the library can be an overwhelming experience to the Struggling 

reader, students considered at-risk may be unmotivated or unable to access interesting 

reading materials. One solution is to replenish classroom libraries with materials that 

tempt the struggling adolescent reader to browse; newer book titles, popular magazines, 

and high interest reference material serve to interest the apathetic learner (Allington, 

1994). To combat a lack of materials in the classroom, some teachers have experienced 

success by allowing students to bring books and magazines from home and contribute 

them to the classroom Ubrary. Building literacy chats based not only on classroom 

reading, but inclusive of what is read at home allows students to view the teacher as 

someone who values the home community and its culture (Ivey, 1999). This helps 

StruggUng adolescent readers make life connections to their school envirormient. 

Adolescents are not receiving the education they deserve due to focused attention 

on early literacy (Moore et al., 1999). The resuU is that adolescent programs have been 

neglected, and adolescents have been marginalized. Title I budgets leave little aid for 

struggling readers at the middle and high school level. While there is support for the 

younger children, reading development is not typically seen as a continuum where the 

needs of adolescents differ from those of primary grade students. As funding decreases, 

fewer schools are able to hire reading specialists who assist teachers with plarming and 

implement interventions for the troubled adolescent reader. To complicate matters, the 

pressure to prepare students for success on high stakes standardized tests means that both 

teachers and students are being held accountable without the necessary professional 

support. 
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High Stakes Tests 

High stakes tests are tests that require a passing score before students can pass to 

the next academic level or graduate or enter college. Increased pressure to succeed by 

passing the test causes anxiety and impulsiveness among students (Donlevy, 2000; 

Merrow, 2001). Some schools have students take the exam to exit high school as early as 

tenth grade with the rationale that students who have failing scores can retake the test 

several times. This approach may have been authored with good intentions, but it is 

damaging to at-risk students, who see test scores as another indicator of failure. Merrow 

(2001) asserts: 

Because these tests only point out what the student doesn't know and because 
most schools do not have the staff to provide diagnosis and treatment, this is akin 
to taking a sick person's temperature over and over again. Okay, so we know he's 
got a fever. Now what? Multiple testing may actually be more detrimental, 
because if the nurse tells me every hour that I'm miming a temperature, it does 
not make my condition worse. Taking a test over and over, however, has to be 
harmful to one's emotional health, (p. 658) 

High stakes testing is a "one size fits all" program that complicates the flexibility 

necessary for special population groups such as those students who are considered at-risk 

adolescent readers (Dounay, 2000). Programs designed to assess students by using one 

response or one interpretation fitting the needs of all students is in conflict with the 

transactional model of reading. Rosenblatt's model (1994) considers personal 

interpretation and prior knowledge the ongoing construction of meaning that cannot be 

contained by a simple or singular response. Rosenblatt (1978) states: 

Each reader brings to the transaction not only a specific past life and literary 
history, not only a repertory of internalized 'codes,' but also a very active present, 
with all its preoccupations, anxieties questions and aspirations. These have played 
a role in achieving the work-as-evoked and his interpretation of it. (p. 144) 
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By confining students to single responses that are written for the mainstream 

population, students' cultural backgrounds and creativity are ignored. Pearson (2001) 

comments, "studies of exemplary teachers... consistently find that they exhibit a balanced 

repertoire of instructional strategies" (p. 197). 

By using one measurement to assess students is to limit possibilities of personal 

interpretation. It resuhs in a narrowed curriculum that encourages teachers to teach the 

test rather than the individuals who populate the classroom (Dounay, 2000). High stakes 

testing conflicts with a holistic approach to education applauded by Rosenblatt, where a 

student's background knowledge is acknowledged as a strength that allows for personal 

interpretation of a reading passage. High stakes testing also stifles students' opportunities 

for sharing with peers to broaden their perspectives and where each revisit to the text 

brings a different construction. Rather, it encourages competition and teaching that 

focuses curriculum focuses on a set curriculum designed with predetermined answers. 

Recent criticism asserts that the curriculum may be "dumbed down" to 

accommodate some of the school population (Dounay, 2000). In areas where high stakes 

tests are emphasized, it is possible that students are taught to memorize rather than to 

problem solve or practice critical thinking shills, thus confining their academic 

experiences to lower level cognitive exercises. Recent research by Gandel and Vranek 

(2001) discovered that standards for elementary students were more challenging than 

those for the high school students who may be deprived of a diploma asserts that if they 

fail the high stakes test. This may answer the question as to why many college students 

require basic remediation. 
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Research also questions whether higher scores on high-stakes tests produce more 

literate students (Pearson, Vyas, & Sensale, 2001). Despite years of research on the 

multiple choice test, there remains doubt that cultural bias can be eliminated as 

traditionally higher scoring majority groups continue to outscore the minority populations 

(Heartel, 1999). Zwick (2001) questions the effectiveness of high stakes and standardized 

tests for at-risk students because they favor the higher SES students and the ethic 

majority and contribute to under-representation of minority students at the college level. 

He asserts: 

Students who come from weaUhier families are more likely to have achievement-
oriented home envirorunents and to attend resource-rich schools staffed by better-
frained teachers. As any educational researcher can testify, nearly every measure 
of student achievement is associated with family income and educational 
background, a fact that Sacks seems to have ignored, (p. 4) 

As teachers attempt to meet the requirements of preparing students for high stakes 

tests, the curriculum is narrowed. Options are limited as the academic bar is raised and 

this contributes to student marginalization (Donleavy, 2001). Educators teach to a 

curriculum that is focused on the test and ignore rich curriculum topics not directly 

related to raising test scores. Students are often exposed to expensive worksheets and 

programs that closely parallel information on the exam (Pearson et al., 2001). According 

to the Uterature, for at-risk readers, this approach does little to improve their literacy 

skills. Hands-on experiences and motivational strategies that build meaning, enrich 

learning, and engage students as active learners would be a more appropriate avenue to 

keep StruggUng adolescents in school (Robb, 2000; Allen, 2000). The literature suggests 

there are ways to work with at-risk students. Accommodating student employment, block 

scheduling, year round school, smaller schools, and morning and after school programs 
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that include tutorials are a few ways that might serve to connect at-risk students to the 

school environment (Allington, 1994; Gewertz, 2001; Goertz, 2001; Queen, 2000; Wiles 

& Bondi, 2002). When teachers take time to teach reading skills in the content areas, 

reading scores will increase and at-risk students may feel more empowered (Humphrey et 

al., 1997), and more engaged with school. 

Teachers, however, continue to design fraditional lessons replete with practice in 

isolated skills or rote memorization for students who lack motivation or exhibit low 

reading ability. This approach adds to the confusing concept that more of the same 

procedures will fix these students, and encourages placement of young people who need 

the most time practicing their reading with authentic text into fragmented pull-out 

programs (Allington, 1994). Due to lack of interest, many of these students will choose to 

give up and drop out of school (Glasgow, 1996). 

Standardized tests can be one tool in assessing a student's ability, but curriculum 

should not be driven by such assessment (Pearson et al., 2001). Rather, curriculum should 

equip students to employ strategies that unlock meaning in students' reading. This is 

especially necessary for adolescents who struggle with reading. Unfortunately, the high 

stakes testing trend in education often translates to a curriculum that focuses on the 

traditional "drill and skill" approach to reading that encourages passive reading, rather 

than active engagement with text. 

At the time of this study, students in the state of Texas were administered the 

Texas Assessment of Academic Skills [TAAS] (TEA, 2002c) yearly from fiurst grade 

through eighth grade and again in tenth grade. Students who failed the reading test in 

tenth grade were provided with opportunities to retake the test until they pass it. Reports 
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for eighth graders for the academic year of 2001-2002 reported that there a passing rate 

of 94.3% in reading, an increase from 91.9% in the year of 2000-2001. Scores for tenth 

grade indicated that in the academic year of 2001-2002 the passing rate was 94.5% in 

reading compared to 90% in the previous year. Ninth grade was not tested in reading 

during the period of 2000-2002 (TEA 2002b). My study related to the eighth grade 

reading test that was administered in the spring of 2002. 

Literacy Learning and the At-Risk Adolescent 

In the public school arena, the reading needs of the adolescent student are often 

misimderstood. Diagnosing reading problems as a learning disability, and then assigning 

the student to a special education program, is often the solution chosen by the educational 

system. If the student is misdiagnosed, however, this decision for can be disastrous for 

that student's reading progress. 

Often the problem of being a poor reader is not a matter of having a learning 

disability, but a matter of lacking exposure to print and time to absorb the written 

message (Guthrie et al., 1997). Additionally, struggling readers are often passive readers, 

or decoders who see the words but do not engage with text. Many teachers are not aware 

of what methods work with struggUng readers, so they continue with traditional strategies 

and oflferings in the classroom they have used for years. As a result, adolescents are often 

placed in intervention programs that repeat procedures that are unsuccessful. This not 

only adds to student fiiistration, but it contributes to low self-esteem as students continue 

to fall behind their peers in reading ability (Allen, 2000; Durkin, 1974; Wolf, 1998). The 

dilemma of how to mentor struggling readers so they become independent falls to the 
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teacher. If, for example, a student is functioning below grade level due to lack of 

proficiency and the teacher assumes that the student has the reading skills needed for the 

classroom, the result is fiiistration on the part of both: 

Boring classes, boring teachers. Peer pressure and self-esteem problems. 
Embarrassment and uncertainty. These are difficult problems for any adolescent. 
When you add to these issues the cumulative effect of several year's 
experiencing reading failure, the problems can seem insurmountable. (Allen, 
2000, p. 150) 

Lack of support from the educational system may stem from the need for more 

teacher education in the field of reading regardless of content area interest (Fischer, 

2000). "Most high school teachers, including English teachers, are not trained to teach 

reading" (p. 326). Many content area teachers (those who teach science, math, and social 

studies) do not know how to address the reading needs of their at-risk students (Moore et 

al, 1999). "The Umited reading education courses required for pre-service middle and 

high school teachers often does not sufficiently prepare them to respond to the escalating 

needs of adolescent learners" (p. 99). 

Perhaps academic expectations don't match the needs of society. Atwell (1998) 

notes that "as the level of literacy defined as functional becomes increasingly more 

sophisticated, the activities schools sponsor and the demonstrations teachers provide are 

creating too many nonreaders—students who either carmot or do not read" (p. 29). If 

students carmot read, they tend to become disengaged from academia, and their boredom 

can result in inappropriate classroom behavior (Guthrie et al., 1997). 

Adolescents who are at-risk need to view themselves as successful readers if they 

are to develop an appetite for reading. Robb (2000) states: 
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Note how I point out to students what they are doing well and the progress I've 
observed. This is crucial for these reasons: it builds confidence, it points out 
progress, it's only possible for students to construct deeper understandings based 
on what they can do, and it makes the strategies they use visible, (p. 215) 

Equipping readers who are considered at-risk with the belief they can experience 

success in reading is a step toward independent reading. Coley and Hoffman (1990) state 

that if students who struggle with reading are to overcome learned helplessness, "they 

must indeed learn to see themselves as capable of learning and succeeding" (p. 501). 

The Importance of Comprehension 

For reading instruction to evolve from the drill-and-skill approach so common in 

traditional classrooms, teachers must recognize the importance of building meaning as 

students progress through a passage. Reading is not just a letter-by-letter decoding 

process; rather it is a rearrangement of language parts into meaningful cormections 

(Allen, 2000; Gee, 2001). 

As readers respond to text and make cormections, they build comprehension. 

Keene and Zimmermann (1997) assert that proficient readers metacognate as they read, a 

skill that strengthens cormections as they progress through passages. For example, 

readers monitor their comprehension and are aware when the text becomes confusing. 

Successful readers identify and solve problems in text by employing strategies that relate 

to the problem, and they establish a purpose for reading and enable them to be 

independent readers. Keene and Zimmerman find that "many readers must learn how to 

pause, consider the meanings in text, reflect on their understanding, and use different 

strategies to enhance their understanding (p. 44). Langer (1986b), in a study of 67 
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students from grades three, six, and nine, found that readers make cormections as they 

read and are aware of changes in the text as they construct meaning. While reading, 

attention centers on "the ideas, or schemata, that together make up the text-world they are 

constructing," (p. 77). Langer noted that, in "after reading and writing" exercises, 43% of 

the students' comments were directly related to the use of schemata. 

Less proficient readers, however, struggle to build comprehension, sometimes 

misinterpreting the purpose of reading lessons. Allen (2000) empathizes with the 

reluctant reader who has attempted to cope in a system that demands proficiency in 

reading. She states: 

Part of the challenge and the joy occur as we try to fit puzzle pieces together for 
students who have had years of academic failure. Marie Clay calls these readers 
'tangled readers,' and they are indeed tangled if they have had to spend years 
trying to survive without a reading foundation in an academic system built on 
literacy, (p. 31) 

Building Comprehension 

Goodman (1984) explains the reading process by reminding us that it is a 

transactive process where the reader continuously constructs text through transactions 

with the text and its meaning. Simultaneously, a personal text emerges during reading as 

the reader's schemata are altered through accommodation and assimilation. He asserts 

that "how well the writer constructs the text and how well the reader reconstructs and 

constructs meaning will all influence comprehension" (p. 83). This view gives the reader 

an active role in the reading process where the reader is continuously constructing a text 

parallel and very similar to the author's text but influenced by the reader's inference and 

past experiences and affects what he reader recalls. Goodman (1984) further explains: 
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Since comprehending is a constructive process, in which readers make sense of 
text, it goes on during reading and even long afterwards as the reader reconsiders 
and reconstructs what has been comprehended; thus comprehension may be 
changed in the course of testing it. The reader may change what he or she 
understood on the basis of test questions, which seem to require particular 
responses and views, (p. 102) 

Building comprehension may involve concentrating on fewer titles each year as 

students are taught to savor meaning making. Sumara (1994) formed a study group 

composed of five secondary English teachers who met twice monthly for one.school year. 

They read muhiple literature pieces and discovered that as the quantity or difficulty of 

texts increased, the more superficially they understood the books with fewer 

opportunities to revisit the text for details. Their conclusion was that quick reading was 

not equivalent to good reading. At the end of a year of discussions, they agreed to change 

their teaching approaches to include fewer titles at more depth of study to increase 

comprehension. 

Students also need to be encouraged to make intertextual links between texts and 

life situations. Cox and Many (1992) conducted a yearlong study with 38 fifth-grade 

students in an attempt to discover the stance children take when reading literature and 

responding to film. The majority of the students responded aesthetically, employing three 

characteristics: imaging the story in their minds, extending a story and hypothesizing, and 

responding emotionaUy while reading by making personal associations. 

At times, building comprehension can require readers to feel uncomfortable as 

they experience unfamiliar situations revealed within the pages of print and a reading 

process that encourages thinking through the text rather than thinking about the text. For 

example, rather than thinking about what has been read, readers learn to take time to 
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"dwell in" or ponder the meanings of words contained in the passage. For many teachers 

and students, this experience involves relearning how to read (Sumara, 1994). 

Teachers who use comprehension strategies rely on activating prior knowledge to 

aid students in making text connections to their lives. Pressley et al. (1992) conducted a 

composite overview of their individual studies from 1987 to 1992, examining reading 

comprehension. One conclusion was that similar comprehension strategies are taught 

daily as a component of group instruction: 

Consistent with both reader response theories and psychological theories, we refer 
to this approach as fransactional strategies instruction: Student and teacher 
transactions with text are the heart of this form of instruction, with classroom 
discourse consisting of teachers providing support and guidance to students as 
they attempt to use strategies to learn regular elementary content. (Pressley et al., 
1992, p. 513) 

As students learn to comprehend text, they are encouraged to activate prior 

knowledge in reading. For example, when students are presented with a passage, they 

must call upon exposure to multiple lessons from a personal past and then apply such 

lessons to the task of comprehension. This includes lessons they have acquired from their 

home environment, culture, or academic knowledge, as they construct meaning of a 

passage (Rumelhart, 1975). Prior knowledge affects what students know and how 

comfortable they are with new information. 

In their study of 78 sixth graders, Hollingsworth and Reutzel (1990) found that as 

the time interval between reading and recall increased, recall response depended on 

students' previous schema for information, and memory intrusion errors were more likely 

to happen. "This evidence indicates that content-related attitudes may need time to 
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influence recall and comprehension. Thus, immediate recall measures may fail to capture 

potential differences" (p. 199). 

Lipson (1983) found that culturally-compatible reading passages resulted in 

higher comprehension than did conflicting cultural information. In his study, sixteen 

Catholic and sixteen Jewish adolescents ranging in age from ten to twelve years of age 

and enrolled in parochial schools were given religious passages to read. Each participant 

received a packet of three expository passages including one article about First 

Communion, one about Bar Mitzvah and one that was culturally neutral. It was found that 

participants recalled more explicit information from the culturally familiar passage and 

were less likely to recall information from the culturally unfamiliar passage. In both 

groups, error recaU centered around abstract thoughts where participants misinterpreted 

symbolism. "More obscure errors, such as that made by the subject who understood that a 

Jevidsh child dressed up in a 'tortilla' or another who thought the Torah was something 

that was worn, distorted the text meaning even more" (p. 456). This information serves to 

illustrate that inappropriate schema interferes with comprehension as does lack of prior 

knowledge. 

In a study of prior knowledge within the framework of the comprehension 

strategy known as "KWL," researchers discovered that students with prior knowledge 

implement and internalize the information more effectively than those students who lack 

background knowledge (Ogle, 1986; Shelly, Bridwell, & Hyder, 1997). Consistent with 

earlier sttidies, Carr and Thompson (1996) found that prior knowledge influenced both 

learning disabled and non-disabled adolescent students' ability to answer inferential 

questions. Students, who were familiar with topics, were better able to answer 
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comprehension inference questions whether or not they were considered learning 

disabled. 

It was also discovered that if the students were familiar with the topic, they 

required no prompting to answer questions, but if they were not familiar, prompting was 

necessary. Researchers concluded that comprehension of inferential passages is 

dependent upon a developed knowledge base that includes both procedural~or gradually 

acquired and practiced skills—and declarative knowledge. "When students do not 

possess adequately developed knowledge structures for them to learn information, new 

information may seem arbitrary and difficuh to understand and remember" (p. 56). 

The researchers concluded that a move from the deficit model of instruction to a 

hoUstic interactive model would serve the student more effectively (Carr & Thompson, 

1996). To aide in building prior knowledge, instructing students in questioning 

techniques is an effective strategy, especially when used with content area text 

(Ciardiello, 1998). "All students have the potential to learn how to think, reflect, and 

question in a competent marmer. At-risk students can benefit from questioning training as 

weU as their more successful peers" (p. 217). 

Since the majority of adolescent content reading centers on informational text, 

this is an important approach to consider, especially for bridging prior knowledge to new 

knowledge (Matming & Manning, 1997). For students who have problems 

comprehending nonfiction and activating prior knowledge, "questions asked before, 

during and after reading help students find out what they know and help them coordinate 

their knowledge with new information" (p. 108). 
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Prior knowledge and the inner audience, is a term that defines dialogues occurring 

within the heads of readers as they process information (Harms & Lettow, 1996). In these 

dialogues, the reader forms an identity with the author and constructs meaning. Harms 

and Lettow (1996) found this activity to be recursive as the reader attempts to gather 

information. It can involve multiple texts such as biographies and non-fiction text and can 

occur in both the reading and the writing process as students become readers of their own 

writing (Rosenblatt, 1994). Teachers can aid the adolescent by modeling their inner 

dialogue as they solve problems in text. Teachers and students can share dialogues and 

experiences as they progress through a passage (Harms & Lettow, 1996; Robb, 2000; 

Vacca & Vacca, 2002). Due to the possible social context of this modeling, students are 

encouraged to share irmer dialogues and connections with peers (Harms & Lettow, 1996). 

Since the struggling adolescent may have no experience with irmer dialogue, it is 

important that teachers learn to model this approach, also known as Think-alouds, to 

build meaning and to correct predictions for their students (Robb, 2000). 

In sunmiary, related research illustrates that for comprehension to flourish, 

teachers need to embrace the role of facilitators in the classroom (Sumara, 1994). This 

translates into recognizing the need to invest time into activities that aid in building 

meaning and to encourage readers to reflect. It invites teachers to build on prior 

knowledge and employ strategies that activate background awareness to aid student in 

making text connections to their lives (Faman, 1996; Pressley et al., 1992). 
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Responsibility of the Content Area Teacher 

At the secondary level, there is an alarming need to educate content area teachers 

to recognize the effect that literacy instruction can have across the curriculum. Many 

content area teachers, however, feel it is not their responsibility to instruct students in 

reading skills. They feel that constraints of time and the need to cover subject content 

restrict this from happening (O'Brien, Stewart, & Moje, 1995). Thus, strategies that 

bridge the gap between the reading class and content area instruction are often not 

employed by the content area instructor. In a study of eight content area teachers, it was 

discovered that teachers chose lecture mode over small group interaction due to the lack 

of time to cover the required content. "English and math teachers cited no time to have 

smaU group instruction, while social studies and science teachers devoted 4% and 12% 

respectively" (Ratekin, Simpson, Alvermarm, & Dishner, 1985, p. 434). In addition, 

presentation of content consumed 69% of the classroom time across the content areas, 

with 15% of the time devoted to readiness and only 1% of the time in concept 

development (Ratekin et al., 1985). 

Literacy instruction is viewed as an added task to some teachers, regardless of the 

content they teach. Teachers comment that making struggling students read is a difficult 

chore and is often met with negative behavior (Guthrie et al., 1997; Lester, 2000). In 

addition, many content area teachers do not feel equipped to teach reading in their 

classrooms. In a study of 466 secondary teachers. Gee and Forester (1988) found that 139 

felt they were incompetent to teach reading due to lack of preparation in their 

professional programs. Lester (2000) asserts that still other teachers do not teach 

strategies at the high school level due to lack of knowledge and appreciation of their 
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effectiveness. O'Brien et al. (1995) comment that new teachers tend to rely on the state 

adopted one size fits all textbook and do not augment the assignment with hands on 

reading activities that the struggling adolescent needs to help build comprehension Some 

content area teachers view reading instruction as irrelevant to their needs as successful 

teachers and v^thout teacher support, struggling students continue to wrestle with reading 

until they quit trying. 

These facts are vital when considering both comprehension problems and 

motivational needs of the struggling adolescent reader. On the average, these adolescents 

can be described as iU-equipped, unmotivated readers who read less than they did in 

elementary school (Ivey & Broddus, 2000). This fact is disheartening when one considers 

that in upper elementary it is estimated that the average fifth grader spends only 14.8 

minutes on reading daily. This includes reading books, magazines, and newspapers as a 

coUective pool (Anderson, Wilson, & Fielding, 1988). On average, reading and writing 

activities occupy only ten per cent of the adolescent's school day (Allington, 1994). This 

lack of support for reading can be traced to the time when middle schools eliminated 

reading as a separate subject and combined it with English. As a result there was less 

time for independent reading, reading skill lessons, and library visits. In the process, 

reading has lost respect, resuUing in a need for elevation both in the minds of students 

and educators (Humphrey et al., 1997). Perhaps this explains a decline in higher level 

critical thinking skills in reading at the secondary level. As Atwell (1998) notes, "the 

latest National Assessment of Educational Progress shows a marked decline in inferential 

comprehension among secondary-level readers—and a marked lessening in the degree to 

which kids value and enjoy reading by the time they reach high school" (p. 29). 
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Sfrategic Reading 

For struggling readers to advance in reading, they need to be equipped with 

strategies that aid in building comprehension. It is hoped that strategic reading enables 

students to self-monitor their progress and to become independent readers (Moore et al., 

1999). This skill becomes increasingly important as students advance through school 

because, as reading passages become more complex and demanding, students are 

expected to develop sophisticated use of language and composition to think critically 

about text (Vacca, 1998). 

As the use of expository text increases in the classroom, it is necessary for 

students to receive expUcit instruction on how to read it. This instruction is rarely given, 

however (Saenz & Fuchs, 2002). For the struggling adolescent reader, such lessons are 

necessary for required internalization of metacognitive (or in the head) reading strategies, 

that develop comprehension, build meaning through life cormections, and teach students 

to monitor their learning (Moore et al., 1999). This holistic method of teaching reading is 

a team approach where students and teachers work together as partners in the reading 

process. Sfrategic reading also requires a philosophy that embraces concern with how a 

student processes information and a commitment to text by meaningful participation 

(Pressley et al, 1999). When students are focused on communication with not only the 

printed page but also with the thoughts and emotions from the student's world interplay 

with the world of academia, not as a fragment, but as a whole, they are participating in 

the transactional model of reading (Rosenblatt, 1994). 

Unless students know how to choose and use reading strategies, however, they 

will not know how to select the most efficient help and the strategies will not serve to 
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improve reading achievement (Robb, 2000). One solution is to educate middle school 

students in the use of strategic reading, which empowers them with life-long tools for 

increasing comprehension. Building upon Vygotsky's (1978) theory that learning will be 

enhanced by stretching a child beyond his or her learning comfort level, strategic reading 

relies on student internalization of metacognitive strategies. Thus students do not have to 

rely on the teacher to help them, but rather they have a repertoire of problem-solving 

sfrategies for use as they read. As students progress through the assigned reading, the 

teacher serves as a facilitator while the student is in charge of solving reading problems. 

The outcome is production of self-directed readers (Paris, Lipson, & Wixson, 1994). 

Motivational Strategies and Approaches for Self-Directed Readers 

Guthrie et al. (1997) assert that a student who does not perform to potential can 

be described as a student who is "inattentive, fails to complete homework, resists getting 

involved in reading, and develops ingenious strategies for avoiding work" (p. 439). 

Attitude toward school, motivation, and interest are synonymous with feelings, but 

schools often fail to recognize how these factors affect desire to read (Faman, 1996). 

Guthrie et al. (1997) studied how to encourage adolescents to read and found that 

engaged readers are internally motivated, connect to the subject, believe in their ability to 

read, and have a desire to share what they have read. They found that engaged readers 

desire to learn and "use their best strategies for understanding and interpreting text to 

enhance that learning" (p. 439). They use complex, metacognitive strategies to obtain 

reading goals. 
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By incorporating the metacognitive strategies that motivate students, middle 

school teachers can hope to improve reading achievement for the struggling adolescent 

reader (Humphrey et al., 1997). This approach empowers the adolescent reader to 

identify and remedy reading problems, and to identify reading strengths. Since there is a 

decrease of reading achievement at the middle grades, educators are concerned. In a 

position statement for the International Reading Association, Moore and his colleagues 

(1999) commented on the reading ability of the adolescent as being centered on the basic 

factual level but lacking in ability to elaborate at an advanced level: 

For instance, the 1998 Reading Report Card produced by the National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP) showed that a majority of U.S. adolescents 
(approximately 60%) can comprehend specific factual information. Yet few have 
gone beyond the basics to advanced reading and writing. Fewer than 5% of the 
adolescents NAEP assessed could extend or elaborate the meanings of the 
materials they read. (p. 99) 

Combine this dilemma with the fact that reading teacher positions are becoming 

less prevalent in middle and high school due to incorporating the subject of reading into 

language arts, and it translates that fewer middle school teachers are being educated in 

the subject of reading (Humphrey et al, 1997). To compensate, concerned teachers are 

becoming aware of the signs of marginalization and implementing constructivist 

philosophies where students learn appropriate strategies in classrooms and promote a low 

risk social climate (Myers & Hilliard, 1997). Teachers who accept a constructivist 

philosophy plan lessons where reading meets student interests serving to "navigate this 

awkward age with grace and dignity and may enhance their chances of becoming 

competent and proficiently literate aduhs" (Irvin, 1997, p. 291). 
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Concern for educational reform at the middle and high school levels has resulted 

in renewed interest in the holistic approach to education, where teachers function as 

facilitators in classrooms of engaged learners (Myers & Hilliard, 1997; Moore et al., 

1999). Contemporary teachers see the need to exercise social discourse, hands-on 

learning, and collaborative learning rather than encouraging the passive learning which is 

the common result of students confined in straight rows and uncomfortable desks (Wood 

& Jones, 1997). In addition, there is increased awareness that each reader is unique and 

comprehends differently with students' approaches to reading often determined by 

cultural background (Flippo, Hetzel, & Gribouski, 1997). These perceptions require 

teachers to design a new toolbox of teaching strategies that are learner-centered. 

Guthrie et al. (1997) explain that motivation to read is contextual and as such, 

middle and high school teachers should factor motivational strategies into lesson 

planning, and "it's especially important to create contexts where students feel confident 

in their abilities and personally invested in the content" (p. 440). The following 

approaches and strategies were mentioned in the literature as attempts to meet the needs 

of the at-risk adolescent reader. 

By using a "think aloud" strategy, where students verbalize what they are thinking 

while they read, followed by a retrospective verbal report that the low to average reader 

found the added text confusing (Afflerbach & VanSledright, 2001). Less proficient 

readers also had trouble synthesizing multiple texts and needed encouragement and 

modeling of the think aloud strategy. Limited report data shows that questions that 

students ask the authors can be productive, but many questions that students formulated 

did not seem goal-oriented and thus did not help build comprehension. The study by 
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Afflerbach and VanSledright (2001) also supported the need for teacher assistance when 

students are reading expository text, especially text containing embedded text, boxed 

articles, or other text elaborations. 

When struggling readers encounter text that is filled with unfamiliar vocabulary, 

they may not have the reading background to build meaning. Armbruster and Nagy 

(1992) assert that lack of vocabulary knowledge is especially damaging to 

comprehension in informational reading because this genre tends to contain technical 

terms that represent large concepts. For example, the term "photosynthesis" requires 

backgroimd knowledge for understanding. In narrative reading, an unfamiliar word often 

has a familiar synonym that can be supplied for understanding, but often this is not the 

case in informational text. Even semantics in content area reading differs from semantics 

in the narrative form, and as a result "vocabulary words in content area lessons often are 

related in meaning, for example photosynthesis, chlorophyll, and chloroplast" (p. 550). 

Thus, context clues in informational text may not be supportive due to the complexity of 

surrounding words and the reader may be left with the sole strategy of trying to sound out 

the word. 

Within the definition of text perception is also supplemental text, which enhances 

the basic lesson by elaboration. This can be in the form of biographical sketches, poetry 

inserts, or other messages that attempt to add meaning to the main text of a passage. 

Research by Afflerbach and VanSledright (2001), however, finds that struggling 

adolescent readers may see this added text as interference to comprehension or 

overwhelming. As the student searches for the main focus of the text, this added 
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information may cause nervousness or a sense of anxiety rather than an opportunity for 

further exploration of a topic. 

One remedy to this dilemma is to support the struggUng reader by supplying 

visual elaboration. Reading success for adolescent readers involves understanding visuals 

within text. The ability to interpret graphs, maps, and charts is an increasingly necessary 

in society, yet students tend to pay limited attention to the visuals in informational text 

(Rakes, Rakes, & Smith, 1995). Cox, Smith, and Rakes (1994) found that teaching 

internal visual elaboration where readers are asked to see images in their minds and 

external elaboration where students are asked to produce an image on paper are beneficial 

to building meaning in readmg and increasing recall in informational text. 

Cox et al. (1994) studied 73 undergraduate pre-service education students to 

discover the effects of visual elaboration on comprehension. There were three groups: 

one group was given instructions to internally visualize sections of a passage, the second 

group was suppUed paper and pencil and instructed to draw representations of the same 

sections of the passage, and the third group was instructed to read the passage before 

taking a follow up test. All three groups were administered a comprehension test after the 

assignment. The results showed that those who used external visual visualizations by 

constructing drawings scored higher than the other two groups. 

At-risk readers might require help recognizing key words in assignments and 

additional help in activating their prior knowledge. Brett, Rothlein, and Hurley (1996) 

studied the effects of teaching keywords to three groups of fourth grade urban students. 

One group listened to two stories with brief explanations of keywords prior to hearing a 

story, the second group listened to the stories without any explanation of keywords, and 
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the last group heard no story and received no exposure to the vocabulary. Researchers 

rendered pre- and post-tests to the 175 students in the study, and the stories were read 

over a five day period. After six weeks, students that heard the stories with a brief 

explanation learned significantly more words than either of the other two groups. 

Although this study involved elementary students, it supports Langer's (1995) assertion 

that students at all grade levels and proficiencies benefit from exposure to new 

vocabulary and concepts in context rather than in isolation. 

In a study of 111 high school students from 20 remedial and special education 

classes from six high schools, Saenz and Fuchs (2002) found that secondary students 

labeled as learning disabled "not only read expository text less fluently but also 

comprehended expository text less weU" (p. 38). In this study, participants were 

identified as reading from the second through sixth grade level The focus of the remedial 

students' reading instruction was on test-taking with the goal of passing the state 

standardized test. The focus of the special education students was to address their 

Individual Education Plans (lEPs) Avith specific individual skill lessons as weU as test 

taking skills for the state test. 

Remedial reading students were mainstreamed and special education students 

attended resource special education classes for the majority of each class day. 

Participants were asked to read four narrative passages and four expository passages with 

readability levels ranging from fourth grade second semester to the end of fifth grade first 

semester. After reading each passage, participants were asked ten questions, whether or 

not they completed reading the passage. 
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Results of the study indicated that students with learning difficulties struggle 

more with expository than with narrative passages. Participants demonstrated less 

proficiency with inferential comprehension and were less fluent on the expository text 

than the narrative text, possibly due to lack of prior knowledge of the topics, lack of 

decoding ability, and unfamiliarity of vocabulary contained in expository passages. Saenz 

and Fuchs (2002) assert: 

In addition, as mentioned previously, students may have been unable to use the 
contextual clues available for figuring out unfamiliar vocabulary because of 
decoding difficulties. Vocabulary difficulties may have also contributed to 
students; imder standing of what the inferential comprehension questions were 
asking, especially if the words used in the questions were unfamiliar. In a similar 
vein, whereas decoding difficulties may have contributed to being able to access 
the meanings of words, sentences, and the expository passages, decoding 
difficulty is also a likely contributor to inferior expository reading fluency, (p. 34) 

Vocabulary was also a component of a longitudinal study by Langer (1995), who 

conducted a seven-year project at the National Research Center on Literature Teaching 

and Learning in coUaboration with 50 university researchers, teacher researchers and, 

their students, who ranged in age from first grade through twelfth grade. Students 

included both proficient and less proficient readers and writers, students considered at-

risk, special education students, and English Second Language learners. The students 

were exposed to both narrative and expository text. Langer found that four situations 

seem to be common in classrooms that provide envirorunents promoting active thinking 

and learning. They are: 

• Students have neither the concepts nor the language to talk about them. 
• Students have the concepts but not the language. 
• Students have less complex understanding than their language implies. 
• Students have the language and the concepts and are ready to think about 

them in more sophisticated ways. (p. 121) 
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Langer (1995) fiirther suggests that if concepts and vocabulary are inadequate for 

student discussion or reflection, teachers can infer the student's idea and support it by 

creating a contextual situation such as role playing as a method of introducing the 

concept. Students without the vocabulary but who have knowledge of the concept, benefit 

from the teacher's restatement, or summary, of the concept and labeling applicable terms. 

For students who seem to possess the vocabulary but not the depth of understanding, or 

"pseudo-concepts," Langer recommends social interaction to build understanding. 

Finally, for those students who have both the vocabulary and the concept, fiirther 

vocabulary development is enhanced when teachers employ transitional words as a 

bridge to deeper comprehension. Experience causes language and concept growth and 

"students need a variety of texts and related activities to provide the contexts in which 

literary knowledge becomes relevant and useful" (Langer, 1995, p. 129). 

Without word analysis skills, it appears that struggling readers tend to fail 

vocabulary and spelling tests in language arts. Ruddell and Shearer (2002) studied one 

seventh grade middle school classroom population that was involved in an intervention 

program to learn the vocabulary while developing their strategic reading ability. The 

researchers found that by allowing students to self-select words they see as important to 

their imderstanding of a passage, they will develop a curiosity and gain understanding. 

Applying the Vocabulary Self-collection Strategy (VSS), participants generated 

vocabulary words for the week from anywhere, including television, pop culture, and 

their content area subjects. By choosing words that they feU were important to them, 

students demonstrated an interest in vocabulary development. This technique supports 
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Rosenblatt's transactional theory model (1994) because it implements cotmecting life 

experience with the reading experience. 

Motivation through Social Interaction 

During the adolescent years, emphasis from learning to read in an effort to decode 

information shifts to the social aspect of reading because learning, in general, emphasizes 

dialogue and mediated cognitive growth (Vygotsky, 1978). Language proficiency mirrors 

social development and accommodates social interaction. There is a need to correlate 

academic topics to social interests. Schools need to avoid neglecting cotmecting school 

curriculum to interests outside the school building. In other words, academia, especially 

reading instruction, must reflect adolescent culture and social interests (Gee, 2001; Irvin, 

1997). 

During adolescence, students are engaged in social development more than at any 

other times of their Uves (Wiles & Bondi, 2002). Traditionally, however, schools have 

focused on academic maturation while ignoring the social stages of development. The 

result has been a curriculum that was dull and disconnected to the student. It has become 

the responsibility of the teacher to provide a curriculum that is challenging and 

motivating (Taylor & Nesheim, 2000). This goal can be accomplished by designing 

lessons that are based in social constructivism and fransactional discourse, which 

encourages cognitive and affective elements that are both public and private, rather than 

the counterproductive practices so prevalent in today's schools (Rosenblatt, 1994). 

Students need a responsive classroom where learning focuses on this balanced approach 

between academic and social learning (Walther-Thomas & Brownwell, 1999). 
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In my study, I wanted to investigate how adolescents in a remedial reading 

program responded to the reading curriculum. With the emphasis on grade level 

proficiency by the end of the school year, I was interested in whether they would be 

encouraged to transact with text as they read and 1 was curious to see if their assignments 

connected to their interests. I wondered if they were encouraged to share new information 

with their peers as they constructed meaning. 

Vygotsky (1978) explored the value of social interaction as it leads to 

internalization and problem solving. The child develops language and mental abilities 

through social intercourse. "Children can imitate a variety of actions that go well beyond 

the Umits of their own capabilities. Using imitation, children are capable of doing much 

more in collective activity or under the guidance of adults" (p. 88). Language is acquired 

as a means of conmiunication between the child and his environment. 

This belief can be expanded to the power or peer interaction in the education 

process. Forman and Cazdan (1994) assert that when students interact, they mediate or 

adjust meaning as they construct understanding, and it can be assumed that the need to 

communicate with a less knowledgeable peer could serve to motivate learning. They state 

that "instruction of peers could, in this respect, be an intermediate step between 

receptively being directed by the speech of another and productively and covertly 

directing ones' ovra mental processes via inner speech" (p. 157). Atwell (1998) explains 

the power of peer interaction by first recognizing that every student has academic 

potential and that heterogeneous grouping benefits all levels of students by setting in 

motion an interdependency of abilities. By placing less proficient readers with advanced 

74 



readers, a vital peer modeling occurs and students' needs are met efficiently. For 

example, Atwell asserts: 

Less able students need more able models; they need to be surrounded by other 
learners whose ideas will spark and charge the environment; and they generally 
need more response, advice, and collaboration. No matter how high my 
expectation, if I'm faced with a class of twenty-five low-tracked writers and 
readers, I'm hard put to provide the response each student needs. But if I have a 
handful of low ability or learning disabled students in each class, they can catch 
fire with the enthusiasm generated by other kids and I can give them the extra 
time they need as I circulate among all my students and confer. I can provide 
conditions favorable for everyone's learning because everyone has access to the 
same knowledge, and low-ability students can pay an active role in interesting, 
complex activities, (p. 80) 

Peer tutoring, however, is at odds with the traditional classroom setting of student 

working independentiy on worksheets, reading aloud and filling in workbook pages. 

Rather, it demands coUaboration and mutual participation so that the product is 

something that could not have been produced alone (Forman & Cazden, 1994). The 

concept of tutoring by peers supports Vygotsky's (1978) hypothesis that children learn 

from each other and through interactions with adults. They can solve problems with help 

from an adult or from a more capable peer. It can be concluded that learning is a process 

of "internalization of social interactional processes" (Forman & Cazden, 1994, p. 173). 

CoUaborative tasks require children to integrate their concepts into a mutual plan 

(Richard-Amato, 1996). During this process, each participant problem solves with peers 

before being asked to work independently. The collaborative action requires the child to 

transact with the text in the envirormient in whatever form (Forman & Cazden, 1994). 

This concept builds upon the foundation of constructing meaning as a project or lesson 

progresses. 
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By playing upon the social needs of the student, teachers can focus on methods 

that invite cooperative learning and social engagement with assignments. This is 

especially effective for the subject of reading where students can become involved in 

collaborative projects, peer reading and editing processes (Irvin, 1997). Discussions 

about reading are social experiences and are about reading as a semiotic meaning-making 

process (Gee, 2001). 

Cross-Age Peer Tutoring 

Relating to social discourse and in context with Vygotsky's (1978) philosophy of 

peer support and communication is cross-age peer tutoring strategy, an approach to 

reading instruction that provides motivation for small children and for the strugglmg 

adolescent reader. The goal behind this strategy is for the older student to feel successful 

at reading by rehearsing a picture book for presentation to a partner at a lower grade 

(Fischer, 2000). 

Since this strategy involves practicing reading the book, students revisit the text 

multiple times before the sharing experience (Jacobson, Thrope, & Fisher, 2001). In 

addition, book clubs have proven to be motivational for adolescents. As one teacher 

stated, "It was not uncommon to have five different novels being read at once in my 

class. Once a group of students asked about novels the school didn't have and then asked 

why they couldn't just go out and buy them. And they did!" (Alatorre-Parks, 2000, p. 

331). In a research-based intervention model for struggling adolescent readers, Fischer 

(2000) built cross-age peer tutoring and reading into her reading program. Reflecting on 

the experience Fischer stated, "Because daily reading is vital, I buiU into the program 
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consistent opportunities for the students to read to me, to volunteers, to each other, to 

elementary school children, and to themselves" (p. 334). 

Book Characters as Role Models 

Another motivational approach to reading in small groups or in an individual 

setting occurs when teachers match students with common problems to books that 

address those problems—an additional way to provide role models to adolescents 

through both real and fictitious characters (Adler & Foster, 1997). This approach to 

personal problem solving is successful when teachers facilitate students either 

individually or in discussion groups, and students learn to make life connections through 

the reading passages. Vicarious participation allows students to distance themselves 

from a problem and see solutions from a more objective vantage point (Norton & 

Norton, 2003). 

Zigo (1998) in a study of low SES middle school students who struggled with 

reading and ranged in age from 1 Ito 15 found that they were more on task and could 

make life cormections through the use of story. By using narrative thinking in classroom 

interaction, she found that lessons were given a more comprehensible context. Students 

were better able to under the characters and to identify with them. In addition, students 

were able to "talk about the content several days or weeks after a lesson" (p. 61). 

Worthy (1996) asserts that reluctant middle school readers find support for 

reading and social interaction in literature based activities such as reader's theater, 

quoting speeches by famous people, and interaction with popular texts. By participating 

as characters in the literature, reluctant readers build self-esteem. In a survey of middle 
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school students with negative attitudes abut reading. Worthy also found that they 

expressed interest in reading considered "light reading" such as comics, series books, 

and magazines and "most said they would read these materials if they were readily 

available" (p. 209). Wilton (1981) concurs with the use of popular text for struggling 

adolescent readers by suggesting that teachers investigate instruction through juvenile 

science fiction because it steps beyond fantasy and plays with ideas of reality, not of 

make-believe" (p. 609). This reality can still have the feel of characters while appealing 

to another part of the imagination of many adolescent readers considered at-risk. 

Activating Knowledge and the KWL Sfrategy 

A strategy that has proven effective for increasing student interest and motivation, 

especially in the content-area classes, is the K-W-L strategy which helps students 

interpret text as weU as activate prior knowledge (Ogle, 1986). It also honors what 

students bring to the reading assigrunent while it encourages interaction with the text. In 

this strategy, students Ust what they know about a subject in a colunm labeled "K," what 

they want to know, or what they wonder about the topic in a column labeled "W," and 

then cross-reference this information with what they have learned in a third column after 

reading about the topic. 

Teachers found that supplying a specific question under the "K" column proved to 

be a successful modification for struggling reader. Teachers also found this strategy to be 

an effective tool in review of informational text, and students in the study noted a 

preference for using KWL than to taking class notes. In addition, this strategy is 

successful for introducing units and serves as an advance organizer. At the end of a unit, 
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it allows students to reflect on what has been learned, build ownership of what has been 

studied, and develop academic responsibility (Alatorre-Parks, 2000). In informal video 

tapes of teachers and students implementing the KWL strategy. Ogle (1986) found 

student gains in thinking, involvement with text, and enthusiasm for reading non-fiction, 

which increased from "lukewarm to really keen" (p. 567). This is information suggests 

that engagement with text could be enhanced for the struggling reader through the use of 

KWL. 

Summarization Strategies 

Another content area approach that is proving necessary for the success of the 

adolescent reader is utilizing any strategy that fosters summarization skills, an area of 

particular weakness for at-risk students. Friend (2000) suggests that teachers should be 

encouraged to include such parameters for content area summary writing as brevity, most 

important details, original wording, and most relevant points. She fiirther asserts: 

Most important in order to enhance learning, summarization should be a process 
in which the ideas of a passage are related to one another weighed, and 
condensed; a process of syntheses, not selection. What makes summarization a 
powerful strategy are the cormections formed as the reader groups ideas into 
associated concepts and the concepts into interrelated hierarchical networks or 
schemata, this grouping extends cognitive capacity, (p. 321) 

Flood and Lapp (1990) state that although summary writing has no expUcit 

definition, it is touted as "one of the best vehicles available for implementing a 

constructivist, process-oriented approach to teaching reading comprehension" (p. 494). 
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Journal Writing 

Having students keep subject journals in the content areas allows the teacher to 

monitor summarization skills while offering students an avenue for expression and higher 

level thinking (Atwell, 1998). Coley and Hoffman (1990) assert that teachers of students 

who are considered at-risk too often assume their students are incapable of completing 

assigrmients designed for more proficient students; however, journal writing is one 

activity that motivates struggling students to share their responses and provide 

opportunities for academic growth and monitoring. For example, Coley and Hoffman 

(1990) studied six remedial reading students who had participated in a resource program 

for two years. One component of the program was a "question response cue" to improve 

comprehension and a second component was a self-evaluation of their thinking. A third 

component was an entry response journal that "provided opportunities for student's 

writing process to grow as they reflected on their own comprehension and metacognitive 

awareness" (p. 499). As the study progressed, students displayed an awareness of 

appropriate thinking strategies and after several months their writing became persuasive 

rather than simply recounting what they had read. Teacher comments provided a link to 

help students monitor their own progress and encouraged growth in self-esteem and 

learning potential Resuhs of the study showed that all three components contributed to 

student growth and that the journals encouraged thinking through writing with a format 

that embraced metacognition. The teacher response element provided scaffolded 

instruction with positive feedback. 

Williams (2001) also uses response journals in her workshop approach for 

StruggUng adolescent readers. As a reading specialist she works with small groups of 
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eight students throughout the day. The activity requires learning a simple format and is 

augmented with mini lessons. Read alouds with the think aloud strategy (described 

earlier) provide the necessary modeling for students. A prompt that directly relates to the 

reading material is provided for each response and students are required to respond two 

or three times weekly. Williams sees the journal as a valuable means of monitoring 

comprehension and application of newly learned strategies. 

Wells (1993) studied journal entries from eight students in the eighth grade with a 

range of abilities. Entries were charted by date and audience in an attempt to observe how 

the intended audience (teacher/student) influenced letter function and content. The size of 

the sample and teacher knowledge of each student aided in interpretation of overall 

development. Findings indicated that students were more Ukely to recommend books to 

teachers than to peers and students write more to each other than to teachers. When 

writing to teachers, however, the content was often more detailed, as if students feh 

accoimtable for their reading. Wells concluded that when students vmte in journals "they 

made intangible processes concrete" and students exhibited of themselves as readers 

(Wells, 1993, p. 301). Participants also demonstrated awareness of monitoring behaviors 

and ability to make cormections between prior knowledge and new information. They 

reflect critically on their personal processes, the book itself, and the author. Wells asserts 

that journals provide a no risk avenue for adolescents to state their opinions "refine and 

take ownership of their ideas" (p. 301). 

Journal writing gives voice to student thought and cognitive progress. It is 

appropriate for multiple levels of reading proficiency and benefits student who are 
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considered at-risk with self-esteem issues (Coley & Hoffman, 1990; Wells, 1993; 

Williams, 2001). 

Reader's Workshop 

A topic of interest in adolescent reading classes is reader's workshop, where 

students participate in affective literacy training. In workshop, students are encouraged to 

read a piece of text, react to the text, respond in a discussion format or in writing, and to 

connect the assignment to personal life experiences. In reader's workshops, students 

participate in self-selection of reading materials, participate in ongoing conferences and 

read alouds (Williams, 2001). Students set reading goals and reflect on themselves as 

readers. The fi^amework includes planning class time for reading, offering choices and 

allowing time for responses. A goal is to foster a sense of community in the classroom 

and to offer support to less proficient readers (Atwell, 1998). Mini-lessons become the 

mode of instruction and the teacher fiinctions as a facilitator rather than the main 

bestower of knowledge. The concept is based on a philosophy that encourages reader 

coUaboration with the author, building meaning through written responses, and engaging 

the reader in the process of discovery (Atwell, 1998; Taylor & Neisheim, 2000). 

The reader's workshop approach to reading at the middle school level appears to 

be motivational for a wide variety of students including the struggling, reluctant reader 

as weU as with the student who knows how to read but exhibits no desire to read. It can 

include partner reading, sustained silent reading, share time, book talks, conferencing, 

journal writing and other student-engaging strategies (Williams, 2001). The workshop 
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format is grounded in a philosophy that students in a classroom have varying abilities 

and needs that are conducive to a variety of Uteracy activities occurring simultaneously. 

Teachers can meet with students individually or in small groups or address the 

whole class, as students' needs dictate (Atwell, 1998). It allows for student exposure to 

interesting texts such as picture books, which are written on a level that is 

comprehensible for less proficient readers. Research has shown that struggling readers 

are motivated and enjoy reading when they are supplied with a variety of materials at 

muhiple levels (Ivey, 1999). Not only is variety of text essential, but Allen (2000) finds 

that support from the teacher is critical because some struggling adolescent readers are at 

the emergent level of reading making text, itself, a dilemma because these students often 

"come to text not having read enough to build a background of world knowledge, or 

language patterns, word families, genre characteristics or strategies for making sense of 

text" (p. 170). 

Allen (1995) participated as a teacher-researcher for four periods daUy in a case 

study of five elementary schools, two middle schools, and one high school in rural 

Maine. She found that fraditional methods of teaching reading did not stimulate 

StruggUng readers, but hands on activities, interaction with the teacher and peers, 

academic journal writing, and self-selection of material were some ways to motivate her 

students. The workshop format encouraged students to think and respond to reading 

more positively than the traditional drill and skill approach. 
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Use of Technoloev and Strategic Reading 

Teachers of the twenty-first century need to develop and put into practice a new 

collection of teaching methods based on interaction whh text, society, and the internet 

(Wiles & Bondi, 2002). These strategies need to be reflective of a more integrated 

curriculum, and they need to acknowledge the need for computer literacy. Instruction 

must focus on problem solving not just as an isolated subject in a conventional 

classroom, but as a problem solving tool on the global level, using multiple approaches in 

muhiple subjects, possibly via the Internet, where students can participate in research that 

is current and relevant (Irvin, 1997; Opitz, 1998).). These students need a repertoire of 

strategies that nurture struggling readers so that they can become independent readers. 

As classrooms become equipped with internet capabilities and curriculum makes use of 

technology "new ways of thinking and communication will be called for as students 

become active participants in the learning process, both on an individual basis and as 

members of learning groups" (Opitz & Rasinski, 1998, p. 4). 

For students to be information literate in today's society, they need to be able to 

imderstand how to perform research and to put problem solving strategies into practice. 

An avenue for dynamic research and problem solving is possible in research conducted 

by computer literate students. In addition, teachers who structure assignments that invite 

chat room response, message posting, or other media involvement v̂ U offer authenticity 

and motivation in student reading assignments (Irvin, 1997). 

By engaging at-risk students in the aforementioned sfrategies, reading can become 

an active process and at-risk readers will experience an increase in both reading 

comprehension and self-esteem (Colvin & Schlosser, 1998). Some students do not 
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understand that the reason we read is to understand rather than to just get the words right 

(Strickland, 1990). If at-risk readers view themselves as successful readers, they will be 

more inclined to read, and it stands to reason that prior knowledge will be activated, life 

cormections will be made, and school will be more comfortable. 

Importance of Informational Texts for Content Acquisition 

A vehicle for developing participation v^th text is to introduce at-risk student to 

informational trade books in the content areas. Trade books are replete with information 

that allows students to vicariously experience meeting people and visiting environments 

they may never have known had they not read about them. By reading trade books in 

conjunction with the textbook, the student enjoys a magnified view of a subject, which 

invites active learning and promotes critical thinking (Vacca & Vacca, 2002). They 

provide opportunities to experience new discoveries, and to use creative problem solving 

as weU as serving to introduce students to the scientific method as they study the works 

and Uves of famous scientists (Norton & Norton, 2003). Not only do trade books provide 

additional information, but they offer students entertainment and interest that often 

surpasses the presentation of the same topic in the assigned textbook chapter (Vacca & 

Vacca, 2002). A contributing factor to the usefulness of non-fiction short text is that it 

doesn't have to be read from cover to cover or in sequence to be effective. Snippets of 

information that interest students can be chosen without harm to comprehension. 

Additional information is available m the illustrations and graphic aids (Harvey, 2002). 

By using more than one informational trade book on a subject, teachers can 

encourage comparison of sides of issues, while encouraging students to examine 
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presentation of facts or theories (Harvey, 2002; Vacca & Vacca, 2002). Trade books are 

written for all subject areas and offer teachers the capability of presenting concepts in 

science, history, or cuUure in a short amount of classroom time (Vacca & Vacca, 2002). 

Harvey (2002) asserts that these books offer students the possibility to visualize the past 

or to see into the future in an engaging format. In addition, Harvey notes that 

informational trade books can also aid students in researching topics: 

The factual data in informational books about the modern world may be made 
credible by citing research, quoting authorities, quoting original sources, and 
providing detailed descriptions of the setting, circumstances, or situations. 
Photographs also add authenticity. (Harvey, 2002, p. 555) 

Through photojournalism, topics can be documented in sensitive detail. Books on 

nature contribute to the body of knowledge in biology, geology, geography and other 

areas. Graphics and visuals that expand the written text and introduce new vocabulary 

words often support them. This added information can serve to encourage students to 

sharpen observation skills while building comprehension of concepts in the content area 

(Norton & Norton, 2003). 

Content Periodicals 

Students who are considered at-risk often seem to enjoy reading authentic text 

from their envirormient such as newspapers and magazines (Hubbell, 1990). Harvey 

(2002) suggests that such informational text is visual and compelling, offering a variety 

of real world topics that stimulate interest and passion of exploration for both proficient 

and less proficient readers, and "we know that learners learn best those things they know, 

care and wonder about" (p. 15). Text found in informational pamphlets is presented in an 
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aduh style but at a level that at-risk students can understand and read. When at-risk 

students find their grade level textbooks fixistrating, teacher intervention is possible. By 

supplying content area subjects such as physical science, geography, world cultures, 

astronomy and geology from a lower grade level text students can read the content with 

more comprehension (Hubbell, 1990). 

In a study of 108 eighth graders, Alvermann, Moon, and Hagood (1999) 

combined a variety of pop culture text and "school type text" to prompt classroom 

discussions. They found that students taUced more about what they were interested in and 

demonstrated that "they were able to read and interpret the disparate elements of such 

messages in a way that signaled their understanding of how things that seem natural and 

common sensical on the surface may be mined for deeper meanings" (p. 106). Alvermarm 

and her coUeagues see pop culture as a means of allowmg students to bring themselves 

into education while increasing their desire to read, write and discuss their world. 

Informational Picture Books 

Picture books, available in every literature genre, are books designed to carry 

information through details in the illustrations rather than through the supplemental text, 

and are motivating to adolescents due to their stimulating art work, accessible language, 

and shortness of text (Miller, 1998). In quality picture books, illustrations serve to extend 

meaning contained within the written text and it provides the reader v̂ dth a sense of 

aesthetics that is synergistic, or exceeds the sum of its parts (Huck, Helper, Hickman, & 

Kiefer, 2001). Informational picture books help develop concepts in math, science, and 

technology, social studies, and heahh earning them acceptance in adolescent classrooms 
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(Miller, 1998). Clary (1991) finds them usefiil in motivating reluctant readers to practice 

reading at an independent level 

Some picture books are wordless, yet their messages are stimulating to adolescent 

students, especially those who are non-readers. Cassady (1998) states that wordless 

picture books are useful in developing language arts objectives at every grade level and 

"can especially benefit linguistically or culturally different readers and struggling readers 

and writers, as well as the more experienced ones in the middle or junior high school 

years" (p. 428). Miller (1998) concurs by urging educators to implement picture books 

into their lessons as a "rich source of learning and enjoyment as long as the appeal 

remains" (p. 381). Cassady (1998) explored the academic power of wordless picture 

books and the adolescent who is considered at-risk. In a case study, Robert, a twelve year 

old non-reader, was introduced to a wordless picture book, given time to study it, and 

then asked to give his opinion. After prompting by his teacher, Robert shared his 

interpretation of the text, which differed from his teacher's viewpoint. Encouraged to 

finish the story, Robert repeated his version into a tape recorder so that an aide could 

transcribe it as Robert observed. Later, the story was transferred onto sentence strips that 

Robert could manipulate. The resuh was motivation to share his story with classmates 

and family members, and development of a 200 sight-word vocabulary that fransferred to 

other books. 

Although picture books have been used as read aloud material by elementary 

teachers for years, both high-quality fiction and informational picture books are well 

received by students of every age. They stimulate motivation, increase understanding of 

concepts, increase aesthetic appreciation, and present material in an easier to comprehend 
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format for less proficient readers (Carr, Buchanan, Wentz, Weiss, & Brant, 2001). For 

example, Hadaway and Mundy (1999) studied eighteen intermediate English Second 

Language high school students ranging in age from fourteen to nineteen. They found that 

informational picture books on the topic of weather provided "a natural connection to the 

dreaded content text book because both generally use an expository style of writing" (p. 

472). In addition researchers noted increased browsing through informational text in 

general, and increased use of environmental print such as newspapers and magazines as 

the study progressed. 

When teachers use picture books as read alouds to introduce topics, students are 

exposed to advanced organizers that prepare them for successful reading experiences 

(Carr et al., 2001). "Picture books have many charms beyond their uses in content 

subjects. High-quality picture books, like any good literature, contain rich vocabulary and 

weU-crafted sentences and stories" (p. 147). 

Advanced technology and artistry have contributed to the production of books 

that appeal to the older learner and serve to enhance all content areas. Not only do they 

enhance meaning, but they serve to fill in gaps from students' earlier years and provide a 

foundation of prior knowledge (Vacca & Vacca, 2002). As a springboard to research, 

students can experience the author's voice in an informational picture book. "Authentic 

nonfiction writing is rich and full of voice. We teach our students that their best writing 

teachers are the authors they love, not the encyclopedias they need for beginning research 

(Harvey, 2002). Hadaway and Mundy (1999) found that informational picttire books 

stimulated interest in library research in their work with secondary English as a 
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Secondary Language students as they "stepped up to the challenge of library after the 

foundation was laid through informational picture books" (p. 473). 

Williams (2001) asserts that because of their length, picture books of all genres 

can be read aloud in one setting, giving students a common experience and "a sense of 

belonging to a conununity of readers" that benefits struggling adolescent readers (p. 591). 

An additional benefit of informational picture books is that they often reflect more of 

what we read outside of the classroom. Hadaway & Mundy (1999) suggest that by 

incorporating informational picture books in school, the teacher exposes students to vivid 

language and Ulusfrations that enhance lessons. Since the short text is "self contained," it 

encapsulates a set of thoughts and information that is focused. Due to the illustrations and 

language usage. Miller (1998) suggests that picture books "can be stimulating to the 

imagination for creative writing assigrunents" for struggling adolescent readers (p. 379). 

Wells (1993) found that students wrote lengthier abstracts about their books when writing 

explanations to their peers and this activity added to their reading development. Vacca 

and Vacca (2002) assert that students construct meaning though the short text of picture 

books in the same manner as they do with other text. Having a purpose for reading, 

activating prior knowledge and conceptual ability are components in building 

comprehension (Allington & McGill-Franzen, 2000). 

Historical and Biographical Trade Books 

Through the genre of historical fiction, authors, such as Mihon Meltzer (1991), 

find it possible to present facts while filling in the gaps from historical documents. "My 

venture into fiction was not at the expense of history, however. Almost everything in the 
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novel is solidly rooted in fact.. .But there are holes in the story, gaps any reader would 

want to have filled" (p. 249). Honesty in historical books helps to protect society from 

abuses of power and help the young reader see reality of the presence of greed and 

injustice in the world. It also carries a message of hope when man stands up for an ideal 

(Meltzer, 2001). 

By making the content area subjects such as history child centered, Meltzer 

enables students to study the past in order to design the future (Saul, 1994). Informational 

history trade books and biographies allow authors to present both sides of historical 

characters while they help to build understanding for diverse cultures and aid in building 

understanding for diverse cultures that promotes social change. Meltzer (2001) contends 

that such information, however, is often missing from history textbooks: 

Yet as I began research on black history, I found it was still almost entirely 
omitted from schoolbooks. Just as in my own school days many years before. 
Educators, textbook authors, most teachers seemed blind to the truth that African 
Americans have been an inseparable part of American life from the very 
beginning. Neither white life nor black life can be understood without and 
understanding of the other, (p. 2) 

Frager (1993) asserts that history text is text about feelings of real people and 

events of the human experience and it allows students in the content areas to "learn more 

while reading" (p. 619). To bring historical events closer to student understanding. Miller 

(1998) suggests that teachers use quality trade books and picture books addressing social 

studies topics "to make historical periods and faraway lands come alive for students" (p. 

380). This approach helps students understand not only events of history, but also the 

fact that real people were involved in these events. As Sanacore (1990) emphasizes. 
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"Historical fiction, biography, autobiography, and diary help readers to personalize 

history" (p. 414). 

In a yearlong sttidy of 26 fifth graders, VanSledright and Kelly (1998) found that 

use of muhiple texts showed that such use of supplemental texts raised interest in topics. 

The texts included text books, a text series in thirteen volumes, thirteen short descriptive 

books, and several fictionalized biographies. The study was based on three dimensions 

including reading interest and motivation, distinguishing texts, and critical reading and 

historical thinking. The students read the ahemative texts as sources of information for 

project presentations. Students showed preference for stylistic features of the alternative 

books but in need of development of critical reading skills. VanSledright and Kelly 

suggest a shift in classroom approaches to history instruction, stating: 

This would involve dropping the idea that history can be understood as an 
objective, fact-based account that mirrors the 'real' past and instead viewing 
history as a set of representations of the past authored by persons who are telling 
stories employing different frameworks, making different frameworks, making 
different assumptions, and relaying varying subtexts. This would help to 
demystify history, bring students closer to the people who write historical 
accounts and leave traces of the past, and enable use of the strategies noted above. 
This shift in view offers an important and perhaps, that which even young 
students would benefit by begirming to emulate, (p. 261) 

Biography tends to appeal to adolescents and can be a powerful literacy tool. 

Hubbell (1990) states that although many biographies have a documentary tone, there are 

some that read like a narrative and "biography is often appealing to this age group and 

should not be overlooked" (p. 2). Portraying biographical subjects as two-sided rather 

than as characters without flaws make the character authentic (Mehzer, 1998). To 

motivate adolescents to read biographies, Harvey (2002) suggests reading a portion of a 

narrative biography to students and then having them compare the passage to an article 
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about the same person in an encyclopedia. She asserts that "the difference is immediately 

obvious and kids pick up on it even though they never have noticed it before" (p. 19). 

Sanacore (1990) notes that often subjects of biographies can serve as a vehicle to 

communicate life lessons and "provide insight for problems of the past as well as today" 

(p. 415). Hubbell (1990) suggests that personal interest in such text helps overcome the 

reluctance to read and "one feature we often see with an at-risk group is the simple 

refusal to do that which does not interest them" (p. 4). 

As adolescents search for self-identity, reading about "real people" can give 

them insight into how subjects in biographies solved life problems. They can serve as a 

model, for example and possibly cause readers to question their personal futures (Huck et 

al., 2001). Short biographical essays or biographies about sports heroes or pop stars often 

appeal to the reluctant reader (Hubbell, 1990). 

The genre of historical and biographical trade books "help readers personalize a 

story (Sanacore, 1990, p. 414). Books in this category, according to Sanacore, can 

contain excerpts from documents or journals, quotes from interviews, memorabilia, photo 

albums, newspaper clippings, interviews, fu-st person accounts or material from other 

primary sources and it is essential to expose students to a variety of texts during 

instruction and that "text books, anthologies, paperbacks, magazines and newspapers 

provide sufficient diversity for accommodating students' interests" (p. 415). These texts 

may be used to build knowledge of the period or to add authenticity to the reading 

passages. Langer (1995) encourages educators to use muhiple methods of building 

meaning such as book talks, scenarios, discussions, and team teaching to encourage 

students to develop understanding and the ability to explore ideas from a new 
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perspective. Blachowicz and Zabroske (1990) collected notes from a curriculum study 

group comprised of middle school remedial teachers who were focused on developing a 

metacognitive approach for at-risk readers. Data was collected over the course of a year 

and it included notes from meetings, journals, and artifacts. One finding was that a 

successful reading game developed by students, "Mystery Words," led to discussions and 

increased metacognitive skills. Students collected news articles, magazine articles and 

other authentic text and selected words from the passages that theh peer might not know. 

They chaUenged classmates to discover the word meanings and to place their predictions 

in an envelope on the bulletin board. At the end of each day, predictions were shared and 

definitions verified through the use of text and dictionaries. The project motivated less 

proficient readers to explore informational passages through authentic text that peers 

found interesting. This game is an example of how informational text used in a game 

context can serve to develop higher level thinking skills and promote engagement with 

text for students who are considered at-risk. 

Informational Trade Books of Personal Interests 

Informational trade books offer students lessons in character traits such as self-

reUance or courage, and they can offer solutions to life problems that seem unique to the 

sttident who is experiencing them (Norton & Norton, 2003). Williams (2001), a reading 

specialist in middle school, studied 22 eighth grade students who scored below the 30th 

percentile in reading comprehension on the state assessment test. Implementing a reader's 

workshop approach, she offered varying mini-lessons following a daily read aloud of 

both narrative and expository text in an attempt to stimulate reading interest. On other 
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days, students read with partners or self selected books of personal interest. Participants 

shared what they read with classmates, filled out detailed comprehension forms, and 

conferenced with the teacher. At the end of the school year, students reflected on thefr 

reading logs and response journals. Williams found that not only did students write 

favorable comments about this approach to reading, but also there was a sense of 

community and a desire to read additional books. 

One struggling student, Susan, profiled in the study commented that one of the 

readings in particular had helped her understand the problems in her family and this 

vicarious participation helped the student and the teacher to cormect in a manner not 

possible through a traditional classroom approach to reading because this type of reading 

"connects us to others, sometimes when we need them most" (Williams, 2001, p. 9). If 

adolescents are making life cormections through books that they select, they will have a 

reason to read other than reading because they have to complete an assignment of no 

personal interest. At the end of the year, 19 of the 22 students showed improved 

percentile rank scores on the Stanford-Benet Reading Test. 

Hubbell (1990) asserts that at-risk readers often find that connecting to a special 

interest is intriguing: "If teachers tend to shy away from using informational reading with 

remedial readers, they should not. For some readers will find this type of text particularly 

rewarding" (p. 4). Students may draw upon prior knowledge to supply a schema for a 

topic (Vygotsky, 1978). The at-risk reader may be able to read text at a higher level if 

they have a great mterest in the topic (HubbeU, 1990). Such text may describe hobbies or 

offer information on vital health issues such as HIV (AIDS) or drug use. 
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For example, in a case study of one ninth grade stniggling reader, Alvermann 

(2001) found that through the activities in an after school program Grady was motivated 

to read informational text that was related to a particular video game. When Grady did 

not respond to the ongoing after school activities that Alvermarm was conducting in a 

larger study, he was assumed to be disinterested in reading and possibly suffering from 

low self-esteem. 

The study program included e-mail discussions, however, and Grady began 

responding on a regular basis regarding his fhistration with the game "Metal Gear" as 

weU as voicing his intrigue v̂ ath the video game "Pokemon," a game that usually appeals 

to younger students. Meeting the student at his need level, researchers used this growing 

interest to motivate him to read a game code book on "Pokemon." Although he had 

shown no interest in reading other game books, Alvermann discovered that when 

suppUed with a particular book that matched his interests, Grady referred to it repeatedly 

for information "to get ahead" and advanced in his knowledge of game strategies. He 

indicated that this experience encouraged him to read other books on another level of 

"Pokemon" and to refer to both books while processing new information. He later repUed 

that his interest in this particular game stemmed from altruism because players needed to 

care for the characters rather than to kill them. Alvermann comments: 

All in all, we were impressed with what Grady had learned about the game and 
the marmer in which he had learned it. In refrospect, I am left to wonder how I 
had managed to read Grady all wrong at the beginning of the study. By assuming 
that his avoidance of reading meant he had low self-esteem a reader, and thus, 
sought to isolate himself from the rest of the group, I had reverted to my old ways 
of thinking about reading as a subject, rather than viewing it as a practice that is 
socially, culturally, and institutionally situated - one that is rarely about just 
written language, (p. 690) 
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Some informational books answer students' questions about inventions or 

discoveries. Step by step directions and carefully detailed diagrams illustrate concepts 

and provide the necessary support for what is written in the text so that students can read 

text that is more complicated than text found in the traditional curriculum (Norton & 

Norton, 2003). In addition, short texts of personal interests support students as they 

practice sfrategic reading. Teachers can model strategies to increase comprehension by 

clipping high interest topics from short texts and transferring them to transparencies to 

use in mini lessons where students are guided though problem solving techniques in text 

(Harvey, 2002). 

Educators can use literature, in general, to motivate passive students to explore 

reading and to increase comprehension. Myers and Hilliard (1997) suggest that young 

people who are engaged with what they are studying are enthusiastic and active learners 

because "we 'hook' young adolescents on reading for pleasure by offering real, age-

appropriate literature that appeals to thefr mterest, not textbooks" (p. 288). Interest in 

informational text occurs at an early age and continues throughout the adolescent years. It 

serves as a vehicle to promote mquiry and becomes a "prominent research tool" in the 

classroom (Bamford, Kristo, & Lyon, 2000). Informational text serves another vital 

purpose—^when interest meets background knowledge a soUd foundation can emerge to 

increase comprehension. For adolescent readers who are considered at-risk, this 

possibility may translate into a reinforcmg experience as less proficient readers discover 

they may be able to read a text more complex than they had imagined (Hubbell, 1990). 
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The Aesthetic Stance and the Adolescent Labeled At-Risk 

How any student relates to what is read is rooted in personal interpretation and 

prior experiences. Rosenblatt (1978) states, "The reader's attention to the text activates 

certain elements in his past experiences—external reference, internal response— t̂hat have 

become linked with the verbal symbols. Meaning will emerge from a network of 

relationships among the things symbolized as he senses them" (p. 11). As at-risk students 

read, past life experiences may affect the meaning that is constructed. Self- esteem 

problems or reading attitudes may emerge as students encounter text that evokes emotion 

or past memories (Robb, 2000). This emotional or the feeling side of reading is what 

Rosenblatt (1978) identifies as the aesthetic stance. 

As mentioned earlier, in chapter one, Rosenblatt (1938, 1978, 1994) describes two 

stances that readers can take when reading a passage. One stance is the efferent stance, 

where readers seek information to take with them after reading a passage. Rosenblatt 

gives the example of a person reading a label on a bottle after someone has swallowed 

some of the contents. In this case, the reader is seeking information for a particular 

situation. She also uses the example of a medical student studying for an exam over how 

the heart functions. In both cases readers are focused on specific information needed to 

apply outside the passage and both are using the efferent stance. The same readers may 

read another passage and find that feelings and memories are evoked as they read and 

make connections to the passage. Poetry or stories, for example, often cause readers to 

experience such emotions while reading. In this stance, readers are experiencing the 

passage as if they are m the text and personal feelings, attitudes and ideas evolve as they 

progress through the passage so that". ..the reader's attention is centered directly on what 
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he is living through during his relationship with that particular text" (Rosenblatt, 1978, p. 

25). Rosenblatt (1978, 1994) explains that the two stances are not clearly bound but on a 

continuum and the reader may change stances within the passage. In addition, the reader 

may return to the same passage at a different time or read the identical passage for a 

different purpose and have a different reaction to the same printed page. 

Within the aesthetic stance is what is called affective reading. If we were to link 

aesthetics and affective, we might say that affective is a portion of the aesthetic picture. It 

is, for example, the area that explores the feeling or emotions of a reading passage. 

Aesthetics, however, is a broader concept that embraces the intellectual piece of the 

passage, or cognitive side, as well as the emotional, or affective, side (Rosenblatt, 1978). 

Affective reading, or reading that concentrates on the emotional response more than the 

cognitive, can produce a preoccupation with the emotional aspects of the passage and 

attend less to the thought. 

In other words, Rosenblatt (1978) asserts, readers are performers much like 

pianists who play sonatas as pieces of art. There is a synthesis of form and content. Thus 

the transaction requfres a relationship and an ongoing awareness of text where the reader 

is focused on the words and what they evoke. Aesthetic reading combines the cognitive, 

or inteUectual, and the emotional response: 

The mark the of the reader's aesthetic activity is precisely that he does not 
respond to either of these elements separately but rather fuses the cognitive and 
the emotive or perhaps, more accurately, apprehends them as facets of the same 
lived through experience, thus giving h its special meaning and quality, (p. 46) 

Langer (1995) refers to Rosenblatt's research when discussing her envisionment 

theory of reading and she also describes two types of reading, the objective and the 
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subjective experiences. Langer sees reading as an objective experience where readers 

hold meaning as if it is an object held apart and scrutinized with a keen eye because 

"from a distance, or in the paradigmatic role of the scientist, we can be dispassionate and 

logical; we can analyze and evaluate how things relate to one another and from that 

perspective see how they work (p. 6). In addition, Langer describes a subjective 

experience as an internal process where, as readers, we look inside ourselves for 

meaning. Langer (1995) asserts that when we bring new experiences to ourselves, it 

enables us to see them from the inside, allowing us to empathize as a participant because 

"here we gain a participant's perspective on what they look like, feel like, taste like, and 

how they relate to the ideas and feelings of other participants" (p. 6). 

Langer (1995) sees the objective and subjective experiences as compatible where 

the objective experience focuses on the world and the subjective experience focuses on 

the personal meaning. The two experiences combine for deeper understanding and "need 

not conflict with each other; instead, they provide different perspectives on the same 

phenomenon" (p. 7). Langer further asserts that we use both experiences continuously to 

build understanding; it is a natural component of understanding. 

Faman (1996) comments that for the teacher, fostering an aesthetic response to 

reading means listening to the voices and the feelings of the students but "unfortunately, 

in schooling we have been inclined to treat feelings as if they were irrelevant, or, worse 

yet, malignant and counterproductive, to the real task at hand, which is serious and 

rigorous scholarship" (p. 442). 

Some signs of aesthetic response are imaging while reading, vicariously 

experiencing events, questioning and hypothesizing, extending the story or passage, 
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identifying, and evoking feelings (Cox & Many, 1992). When students construct visual 

images while reading, they are traveling beyond the written words and connecting to 

setting and events. By vicariously experiencing the action in the passage, the reader is 

observing how to solve problems. When students are allowed to feel and to cormect to the 

text, confidence increases and they are more motivated to read (Robb, 2000). For teachers 

to teach aesthetically, they must understand reading as a transactional process and allow 

students to take an active role in their learning. Allowing students to take an active role 

by making choices about how to organize feelings evoked from a passage is a first step 

toward taking an aesthetic stance in the classroom (Cox & Many, 1992). 

Reader response and journal writing are two methods of tempting the student to 

take an aesthetic stance and to make cormections between school and life (Robb, 2000; 

Williams, 2001). Another method is discussion, where students generate both the efferent 

and the aesthetic stances while learning the pragmatics of language. Through classroom 

discussions, students learn from each other and teachers learn from the students, if they 

take the time to Usten. In one study, it was discovered that students expect to learn from 

these discussions and are disappointed when such discussions are less than productive 

(Alvermarm et al., 1996). 

Affective Domain 

For the struggling adolescent, significant changes can take place in the affective 

domain through interventions that focus on motivational strategies, daily reading, tailored 

assigrmients, tutoring, verbal sharing, cross-age projects, and appropriate materials that 

allow for success. As students experience reading success, they may form close and 
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healthy bonds with peers and teachers. Bishop (1987) designed a program for 200 at-risk 

students. Components of the program consisted of counseling, flexible scheduling, team 

teaching, cooperative learning, guest speakers, field trips, and after school tutorials. One 

outcome of the program was that participants bonded with parent volunteers, counselors, 

and other adults involved in the project. In addition, students' grades improved and 

researchers evidenced more connection with the school community. Students commented 

that they related to the individual attention. 

It has been suggested that induced positive moods have a positive influence on 

learning. Bryan, Mathur, and Sullivan (1996) studied 28 seventh-grade students from low 

to high socioeconomic status, who had been identified as learning disabled. The 

definition of learning disabled in the district where the study took place was average 

intelligence and academic achievement of a least one grade level below expectations in 

muhiple academic areas. Environmental, cultural, behavioral and speech-language must 

not play a primary role in the discrepancy between intelligence and achievement. A 

second group of 38 seventh-grade students without learning disabilities were also 

included as a control group. Participants, with and without learning disabilities, were 

randomly assigned to one of two "mood induction conditions" - positive and neutral and 

brought individually to an empty classroom. 

In the positive mood condition, students were instructed to close their eyes for 45 

seconds while they concentrated on a happy event in their lives. In the neutral mood 

condition, students were asked to close then- eyes for 45 seconds while they counted 

sUently from 1 to 50. Both groups were then administered five tasks involving new 

information on activhy cards (a Hindi language vocabulary identification activity). A 
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major concern what that some students would have prior knowledge so "to control for 

students' entry-level skills and knowledge, therefore, we constructed a series of tasks I 

which students learned to sight read a set of Hindi nouns and verbs" (p. 155). Students in 

the positive mood condition were then invited to share their thoughts if they wanted and 

their responses were recorded. Students in the neutral mood condition were asked how far 

they counted. Researchers reported that although the students without learning disabilities 

outperformed the students with learning disabiUties on the task activities on a follow up 

test two weeks later, students with learning disabilities in the mood condition 

outperformed their peers in the neutral condition group of students with learning 

disabilities. Researchers commented that fiirther study is needed but: 

The differences on the initial testing were not statistically different, but on the 
posttest student with learning disabilities significantly outperformed thefr LD 
peers in the peers in the neutral condition. Hence, it appears that the positive 
mood induction, carried out two weeks prior to the posttest, may have increased 
the differences between the students with learning disabilities, (p. 157) 

In English Second Language methodology, which is applicable to all subject areas 

regardless of student composition, the affective approach to instruction of any topic is 

one that encourages students to relax and to risk giving answers because of the supportive 

emotional envfronment in the classroom (Richard-Amato, 1996). As Richard-Amato 

states: 

The participant's role also includes listening thoughtfully and nonjudgmentally, 
clarifying others' ideas, and accepting others on their own ground, but it does not 
require that one remain impartial. A participant has the right to state his or her 
opinions and feelings about the subject as long as others' rights to opinions are 
respected, (p. 238) 
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Cognition 

What is considered the knowing, thinking or learning side of education is labeled 

as cognition (Faman, 1996). Mathewson (1994) asserts that unfortunately, recent research 

seems to focus on this cognhive domain rather than on feelings of the students and this 

may account for "a possible explanation for the lack of focus on affect is the difficuhy of 

researching affective variables; another is a recent strong and exclusive emphasis on 

cognitive variables" (p. 1131). However, it appears that interest in the affective domain is 

beginning to be rekindled as qualitative research has gained momentum (Mathewson, 

1994). 

It should be noted, however, that attitude, motivation, and intention have been 

viewed by some researchers as less important elements of reading or even counter 

productive in the efforts to educate students (Faman, 1996). Research shows that that 

there is a cormection between affect and the cognitive process. The terms "cognitive" 

and "affective" have been viewed as dichotomous. Meaningflil learning, however, occurs 

when thoughts and feelings are shared and cormections to real life situations are made 

(Faman, 1996). Benefits include accuracy and efficiency in thinking, improved memory 

and perception, and appropriate behavior when students at all levels are exposed to the 

affective side of the curriculum (Bryan et al, 1996). "Thus, the accuracy and efficiency 

of thinking processes, perceptions, and behavior are significantly influenced by affective 

states, even mild and transient ones" (p. 1). Attittide may affect comprehension. For 

example, students may suspend thefr feelings in test situations to pass an exam 

(HoUingsworth & Reutzel, 1990). 
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In the subject of reading, attitude gives rise to intention to read. By this definition, 

it appears that people pre-judge text before actually reading it. Mathewson (1994) defined 

reading attitude as containing three components that compose up a whole attitude 

influencing the intention to read: prevailing feelings about reading, action readiness for 

reading, and evaluative beliefs about reading (p. 1135). Intention, though it may be brief, 

precedes the actual act of reading. It should be noted, however, that ahhough aesthetically 

pleasing, absence of appropriate setting and a calm attitude does not mean that the 

reading experience will necessarily be negative. 

Hollingsworth and Reutzel (1990) concluded that student attitude toward content 

can influence perception and recall of information if prior knowledge is manipulated or 

experimentally contrived. This finding suggests that attitude can affect reading 

comprehension in multiple ways. For example, introducing information that confrasts 

existing schema may cause the student to feel uncomfortable and to cling to preconceived 

thoughts. This suggests that multiple encounters with conflicting information may be the 

avenue to changmg student attitude toward a topic. 

Asking students to persuade or debate other students may be strategies that help 

student to connect to topics and raise comprehension. In addition, characteristics of the 

teacher can also affect attitude toward a topic and acceptance of new information. How 

students in relation to personality, prestige, knowledge, or power perceive the teacher can 

affect attitude toward a topic. Last of all, in situations of delayed recall, students seem to 

rely on schemata for the content and memory intmsion errors become more pronounced. 

"This evidence indicates that content-related attitudes may need time to influence recall 
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and comprehension. Thus, immediate recall measures may fail to capture potential 

differences" (Hollingsworth & Reutzel, 1990, p. 198). 

Rosenblatt (1978) reminds us that when readers focus on the experience of living 

through the reading passage; when personal experiences and interpretation consume the 

reader's attention, then the reader is taking the aesthetic stance to reading. Teachers who 

encourage students to participate aesthetically, by encouraging them to make choices in 

their reading responses, giving them time to reflect and write and then building in social 

discourse about their reading will increase personal understanding (Cox & Many, 1992). 

When teachers design classrooms that encourage students to make connections, they wUl 

encourage students to think beyond what is printed on the page and consider larger 

themes in reading that cormect to their ovm feelings and attitudes (Faman, 1996). As 

students read about various characters and passages inter-textually, they connect to other 

media and this stimulates thek aesthetic development. 

By nurturing aesthetic development in the classroom and by addressing the 

affective domain through strategies targeted at reflection and response, students are 

encouraged to cormect to schoolwork in a non-traditional approach. Joumal visiting, open 

ended questions, opinion seeking responses, interpersonal conversations, and classroom 

discussions are a few ways to stimulate higher level thinking while activating aesthetic 

involvement with text and building self-esteem. 

Reader Attitude and the At-Risk Adolescent 

Attitudes of at-risk readers are sometimes exhibhed differently at school than in 

their home environment. Bintz (1993) discovered that students who are viewed as 
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resistant readers at school might have a rich home reading life. These students may not 

want their teachers to know their secret because there may be increased academic 

expectations. For example, an eleventh grader referred to her reading behaviors and 

attitudes in this way: 

My teachers think that I am not a very good reader that I don't like to read, that 
I've never liked to read. But they're wrong. Yesterday, for instance, I stayed 
home sick, and read all day in my room. Sometimes, I even feign sickness so that 
I can stay home and just read. I'm a very good reader, always have been. Reading 
is something I choose to do, and my family chooses to do. It's not unusual for 
everyone in my family to read at some time every evening. (Bintz, 1993, p. 610) 

Attitude and intention to read is illustrated in how female readers choose reading 

materials. When self-selecting material, the female adolescent tends to choose Uterature 

that meets a variety of needs. They choose stories that overcome their feeling of boredom 

or aUow them to vicariously travel to new places. Students enjoy literature that offers 

new ideas or experiences as well as text that exposes them to friendship. In addition, the 

female reads to escape from personal troubles such as poverty, family strife, and poor 

self-esteem (Garner, 1999). 

By attempting to reach at-risk students at their reading levels and by tapping into 

high interest text such as informational books picture books, students are encouraged to 

explore text that connects to the real world (AtweU, 1998). By inviting students to 

constmct their own word lists containing words that authentically connect to thefr world 

and culture, students can better connect to school because they see it as relevant. They 

have the opportunity to experience success as they activate prior knowledge, and the 

school will become a more risk free environment where they may want to stay and share 

their ideas. Robb (2000) contends teachers who Usten to theu" students will leara student 
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needs and lead them into becoming independent learners. Myers and Hilliard (1997) state 

that during the adolescent years, when students make cmcial life decisions, educators 

have a last chance of influencing students: 

Reading and writing hold the potential to open new worlds and spark new energy 
in students who are facing the difficult transhion from childhood into 
adolescence. It is one of the facts of life that our chances of exerting a positive 
influence on students become slim if we do not do so by the time they complete 
middle school, (p. 289) 

A New School Design 

There are issues that affect academic progress for the at-risk student that are 

somewhat indirectly related to the subject of reading. The design of the school, strategies 

that encourage engagement with text, and intervention policies that give hope rather than 

a sense of defeat to stmggUng readers are all considerations for how we educate 

stmggUng students. 

Among the broader context and issues facing education of the at-risk student in 

our society is the physical and academic design of the school. The present design of 

grouping, curriculum, and student body size is being examined by researchers in an 

attempt to address the needs of all students (Gewertz, 2001). Violence, student academic 

failure, and the drop out rate have caused researchers to question the traditional model of 

education (AUington, 1994; Allington & McGill-Franzen, 2000; Faman, 1996; Goertz, 

2001; Gewertz, 2001; Queen, 2000; Wiles & Bondi, 2002). 

This study involves students who as Heward (2000) describes, are at-risk of 

developing a learning disability or for multiple reasons, are prone to academic failure. As 

a population these students often have single parent homes and/or siblings who have 

108 



already dropped out of school. Many have moved from one geographical location to 

another and have low grades form their elementary years (Horn & Carroll, 1997). 

Although they may stmggle through high school and eventually graduate, many will 

enter society without necessary economic survival skills (Slavin, 1989). Many have 

behavior problems, or criminal records, dmg problems or other unidentified problems 

that interfere with their personal success (Gmnbaum et al., 2000). For these students, the 

fraditional school model is in need of re-examination because for these students, the 

fraditional model is not working and a new design is needed. 

A new design for middle and high schools is based on interaction, collaborative 

learning, and authentic assessments such as hands on projects and portfolios that fit the 

developing physical and cognitive needs of the adolescent (Wiles & Bondi, 2002). 

School size is also considered in the new design. Schools with fewer than 450 students 

where teachers interact and bond to the students, connect them to the school conununity 

and allow at-risk students to experience personalized learning. Gewertz (2001) states that 

such has been the goal of New York, Chicago, and Philadelphia where 300 downsized 

schools have existed for fifteen years in hopes of to reducing drop out rates, violence, 

and academic failure, although critics voice concems over cost of operation and 

curriculum choices. He fiirther asserts that "in remaking the high schools, district leaders 

want not only to inspire teachers, but also to put them back in the driver's seat" (p. 5). 

Also within the concept of a new design for schools is consideration of the 

stmcture of time spent at school. This design redefines school hours. Days may stretch 

beyond the traditional six hours so sttidents can receive tutorials before or after school. In 

addition school year may be lengthened to acconunodate covering additional curriculum 
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within the boundaries of the calendar year. The block schedule where 45 minute periods 

give way to ninety minute blocks to allow students to complete child centered projects 

with less stress and teachers can better connect students (Queen, 2000). In this model, 

students attend classes two or three times weekly, ahemating subjects on the remaining 

days. Readjustment of the course design produces a less fragmented school day and 

possibly less fiiistration for stmggUng students. Pull-out programs are less common and 

at-risk students benefit from longer blocks of time (Allington, 1994). 

An imbedded ingredient in the newer school model is learner-centered rather than 

teacher-centered. This enables the student to make cormections and experience learning 

insights and stimulating classroom interaction (Faman, 1996). In addition, appreciation of 

diversity of cultures is a part of the newer school model For the second language learner 

to feel comfortable students must not only develop competency in the English language, 

they must feel appreciated in the social climate of the classroom (Richard-Amato, 1996). 

Emphasis is on recognition that the ability to speak more than one language is an asset 

even if the first one is not English (Au, 2000). 

The new school design offers high interest reading assigrmients on students' 

reading levels—assigrunents that reflect the real world as opposed to the unreaUstic 

literature they are expected to consume in a traditional classroom setting. Unfortunately, 

reading assigrmients that are too difficuh are common fare and students give up after 

attempting the fu-st paragraph. Writing, too, that has been checked with the red pencil 

rather than applauded is defeating (Glasgow, 1996). When sttidents are faced with such 

difficuhies, both teachers and students lower their expectations and students may be seen 

as learning disabled rather than as students who have had low exposure to written text. 
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In a study by Kos (1991) involving four learning-disabled teenage students, there 

was an indication that students are aware of their reading dysfunction and they exhibited 

the ability to evaluate their instmction with accuracy. The students were aware of labels 

such as reading disabled, of needing to improve reading skills, and of the potential for 

teasing. Thus, it can be assumed that poor readers, who suffer from lack of experience 

and are often misdiagnosed as learning disabled, are well aware of theu" positions in the 

classroom. The more positive solution for motivation and remediation is to accelerate the 

exposure through experiences with books, stories and print (Allington, 1994). 

Traditionally, however, students are faced with isolated tasks, memorized mles, 

and few if any demonsfrations of expectations (Allington, 1994). Providing larger 

sections of time to develop concepts is often tossed aside for programs that are 

fragmented and this concept of instmction only contributes to confiision for the 

StmggUng reader. This is especially evident in second language leamers, who are often 

labeled as "poor readers" whose academic programs focus on isolated skills rather than 

on the actual time spent reading and vmting (Au, 2000). 

The middle school student needs longer time blocks of unintermpted reading to 

build an experience base. The traditional school day has as many as twenty blocks of 

time. These intermptions segment learning time and intermpt attention to reading 

(Allington & McGill-Franzen, 2000). As Allington states, "Children need fewer brief, 

shallow literacy activities and many more extended opportunities to read and write" (p. 

21). Research has shown that the adolescent will improve in skills and motivation when 

given the time to read. How does the educator address the needs of the at-risk adolescent? 

When asked what element within the school day was the most helpful in improving 

HI 



reading skills, urban school teens responded that if they were given time to read, the 

freedom to self select titles, and set reading expectations such as being required to read 

muhiple titles at the same time, educators would see produced growth in interest and 

abiUty (Faman, 1996). A possible solution is to step away from the fraditional model of 

drill and skill and embark on a joumey that actively incorporates extended reading 

opportunities and sfrategic reading strategies. By affording students time to explore and 

reflect while making cormections to their lives, by allowing them to make choices in text 

selection they may develop an appetite for reading. By introducing them to interactive 

sfrategies that promote active participation in their learning, they may also develop 

increases in comprehension. By inviting at-risk students to explore the world around 

them through the avenue of informational text, I hope to address some of these 

opportunities. 

Concluding Remarks 

When I examine the NAEP findings regarding comprehension of written 

materials, I see that 60% of the adolescents can understand specific facts, yet only 5% 

can extend the information to higher level thinking (Moore et al, 1999). I see a need to 

equip students with critical reading and thinking skills that exceed "basal-bound" 

traditional teaching methods. I see that the "at-risk" students need schools campuses 

equipped reading specialists who have the knowledge and authority to attempt to make a 

difference on thefr campuses. They need the time to meet with the faculty, to observe 

classroom methods and to listen to the student's suggestions. Most of all, they need to 

stress the importance of reading and to allot time on a daily basis to read. 
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In conclusion, all adolescent readers need leamer-centered classrooms (TEA, 

2002a). In such classrooms, hands on strategies abound and students are taught to 

become learners who can fransact with text. When addressing the needs of the stmggUng 

adolescent reader, the educator must review how the student became a stmggUng student 

and offer continued support in place of marginalization. StmggUng readers are often 

diagnosed as leaming disabled when often they are suffering from a language, cultural, or 

self-esteem problem. Sometimes, a lack of exposure to text has caused the problem and 

resuhed in misunderstanding student needs. The outcome is often translates into even less 

time spent on reading during the school day. 

When teachers meet the stmggUng adolescent in the middle school or high school 

classroom, they often see boredom, lack of motivation, and behavior problems and they 

try to solve the problems with traditional methods that do not succeed in the upper level 

of school any more than they did in the lower grades. To enable these students to 

develop comprehension, they need a system that encourages hands on practice with 

strategic reading skills that encourage independent readers who can identify thefr 

strengths, recognize areas where they need help and monitor thefr own progress (Robb, 

2000). Adolescents need to learn how to predict, verify outcomes, visualize information 

from reading passages, locate information, synthesize what they have read, and cormect 

what they are leaming to thefr own lives, (Pearson, 2000). Vacca and Vacca (2002) 

suggest that content area teachers incorporate reading strategies and trade books that 

stimulate thefr students' imaginations and meet their emotional and intellectual needs: 

When students are given opportunities to interact with quality trade books, a 
number of things happen. Perhaps the most important is that they have a better 
chance of becoming lifelong learners, (p. 42) 
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All students, but especially at-risk students, need a classroom climate that 

encourages peer support through social discourse (Atwell, 1998; Dewey, 1938; 

Rosenblatt, 1978; Vygotsky, 1978). The workshop method for reading and writing 

encourages not only social discourse but interdependency of learners as students 

complete research projects involving use of authentic text, technology, and other forms of 

media that connects the adolescent to his environment and to the world (Atwell, 1998). 

Sharing what they have discovered in small and large group settings not only replaces 

passive leaming with active leaming, but it causes students to use higher level thinking 

skills (Myers & Hilliard, 1997; Irvin, 1997). 

As students become more proficient in abstract thinking, their written and spoken 
language matures and they are able to read and listen more analytically. In turn, 
reading, writing, speaking and listening all enhance proficiency in abstract 
thought. It seems only logical then to use such methods as cooperative learning, 
peer editing and paired readings. (Irvin, 1997, p. 291) 

If these research based suggestions are employed at middle school and high 

school levels, stmggUng students may recapture the feelings of positive self-esteem they 

so deserve while gaining in academic skills. In so doing, they will be better equipped to 

survive in a society where success is often measured in terms of literacy skills, 

specificaUy reading and writing. 
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CHAPTER in 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

For conducting research on the topic of at-risk adolescents and how they transact 

with text from the student's viewpoint and perceptions, I found the paradigm of 

qualitative research to be the most appropriate mode of inquiry because: 

Qualitative research is multimethod in focus, involving an interpretive, 
naturaUstic approach to its subject matter. This means that qualitative researchers 
study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret 
phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them. (Denzin & Lincoln, 
1994, p. 2) 

I chose qualitative research because I wanted to look beyond the answers of 

statistics and into the feelings of the at-risk adolescent's experiences with reading. In 

reflecting over assigned readings for my series of qualitative research classes, I was 

reminded that the centermost focus of this research paradigm is to better understand 

people. Ely, Anzul, Friedman, Gamer, and Steirunetz (1991) reason that qualitative 

research blends itself successfully with education, and since it is focused on people 

contact rather than numbers, it naturally addresses how people feel. 

Merriam (1998) also addresses the possibility of blending research with classroom 

experience by explaining how to approach classroom action research qualitatively. 

Thoughts from both sources address issues of matching the approach to the questions I 

had about my research interest. Since I was interested in students with afready fragile 

egos, I needed the least obtmsive lens possible that could enable my attempt of becoming 

an insider or member of the classroom community. Miles and Huberman (1994) suggest 
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that novice qualitative researchers can become too close to their subjects and step over 

ethical boundaries. This concem was important to my research because I would have 

face-to-face contact with adolescents on a daily basis. Since adolescents are known to be 

vulnerable, especially when addressing feelings, the reminder was welcome and re-

emphasized how the qualhative research paradigm encourages researchers to risk looking 

past the numbers and toward the emotions of the participants (Wiles & Bondi, 2002). 

Research Questions 

For this study, I wanted to investigate how three at-risk ninth graders read 

informational text and how they participated in a remedial reading class. The following 

questions directed this study: 

• How do three at-risk readers in a ninth grade remedial reading class respond to 

informational texts used to gain content knowledge? 

• What are these three students' perceptions of their own efficacy for using Uteracy 

strategies for leaming content knowledge with informational texts? 

• What are these three students' perceptions of what is effective for helping 

students leam content knowledge in a ninth grade remedial reading class? 

These questions aUowed me to look at how at-risk adolescent readers approached 

informational text. I also wanted to discover what strategies the participants found useful 

and what recommendations they could make for other students who were stmggUng. By 

working with adolescents, I discovered that thefr voices could contribute to body of 

research in the reading community. The first question aUowed me to study how 
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participants responded to informational text such as (but not limited to) content area 

textbooks. In addition, I asked participants to reflect on comprehension of informational 

text. The third question focused on the participants' reflections on effective methods for 

other students to acquire content knowledge. This three-prong approach gave a composite 

view of problems encountered by these three at-risk adolescent readers and what they feh 

were valid solutions for them. By listening to their suggestions, I hoped to discover a 

curricular design that would better meet the needs of this student population. If curricula 

for adolescents can meet the needs of the at-risk reader, perhaps students who have 

reading or leaming challenges will overcome some of their reading challenges and be less 

incUned to drop out of school. 

Design 

This study seemed best suited as a descriptive case study since it relates to a 

phenomenon. "A descriptive case study in education is one that presents a detailed 

accoimt of the phenomenon under study—a historical case study that chronicles a 

sequence of events, for example" (Merriam, 1998, p. 38). Thus, the ability to deeply 

study a phenomenon, or distinctive occurrence, is a characteristic of a case study in 

qualitative research. 

Employing Case Study Methods 

When researchers wish to examine individualized outcomes, issues, or policies, 

they often choose the case studies approach (Patton, 1990). Descriptive case studies are 
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usefiil in displaying fundamental information about areas of education that have not been 

widely researched, Merriam (1998) asserts, "Innovative programs and practices are often 

the focus of descriptive studies in education; such studies often form a database for future 

comparison and theory building" (p. 38). A case may be simple or complex; it can 

include one participant or multiple subjects, but whatever the interest, a case study is 

specific and concenfrated on building in-depth understanding (Stakes, 1994). 

There are three purposes for conducting a case study of a phenomenon: to provide 

details, to provide explanation, and to evaluate. When a case study is designed to provide 

details in a descriptive format, it is usually written in complete, literal language that 

serves to constmct a concept. This "thick description" adds addhional information to 

themes, which emerge from the data. Another purpose of case study is the explanation of 

a phenomenon. These explanations are based on pattems, which fall into two categories: 

the relational pattern, where one change does not cause an action, or the causal pattern, 

where a dfrect cause and effect action occurs. The remaining purpose of a case study is 

the evaluation of a phenomenon where a researcher studies a case and then makes a final 

judgment (GaU, Borg, & Gall, 1996). Case studies serve to refine theory and to suggest 

arenas for further research as well as to help set boundaries of generalizing (Stakes, 

1994). For the purpose of this study, I chose thick description in an effort to provide 

detail and illumination. In this manner, I feh that not only could the audible voice of the 

student be heard, but the inaudible as well.. .through an interpretative lens. 

The challenge for the researcher in conducting a case study is the ability to 

organize a diverse set of data and to employ muhiple collection techniques. It is 
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necessary for the researcher to develop the ability recognize broad range of evidence and 

to make use of the data throughout the study (Yin, 1998). By investigating the research 

questions through a descriptive case study of three participants, I was able to concentrate 

investigative efforts at a greater depth than if I had a larger sample. By doing so, I hoped 

to develop a deeper understanding of the academic needs of at-risk students. 

Using Ethnography 

As part of my design, I chose ethnographic methodology, which is inviting to 

classroom action research (Short, 1991). As a sfrand of anthropology, ethnography is a 

discipline that seeks to describe a culture and to provide understanding from the 

participants' viewpoints. Ethnography, with its multiple characteristics, met the definition 

of my needs as a researcher. It is considered holistic because of its global outlook, and it 

examines relationships within a culture and describes face-to-face or personal encounters. 

I agree with Hubbard and Power (1993) that by seeking to leam from students rather than 

studying about students, information can be shared Avith other research efforts. Like 

Fetterman (1998), I saw this research as an opportunity to examine the sUces of life 

within the daily routine of participants as they progress throughout their regularly 

scheduled school activities. I focused on a selected population within the student culture 

as I explored my research questions (Janesick, 1991; Patton, 1990). 

Ethnography concentrates on building understanding of social settings rather than 

making predictions about them. It reqmres commitment on the part of the researcher to 

remain in a setting for a period of time and the same commitment of time in analysis of 
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data. Ethnography asks the researcher to build a model that reflects what happened in the 

setting while inviting the researcher to become the research instmment. For success, 

ethnographers must develop observational skills and face-to-face interviews skills 

(Janesick, 1991). This design related to my study because I wanted to study the culture of 

the at-risk adolescent and to interview each participant using a three-step approach 

(Seidman, 1998). It described how I needed to fiinction in the field placement as I 

became a participant observer, collected artifacts, and interviewed students. 

Using Hermeneutics 

I also employed methods of hermeneutic inquiry as a means of interpreting the 

data I collected. Because this study was interpretative and its message was derived from 

the voices of stmggUng adolescent readers, I felt I needed to take a hermeneutic 

approach. The term "hermeneutics" is rooted in a Greek technique for interpreting 

legends, narratives, and other text by examining the original intent of the original purpose 

of the author and the context of the literature (Patton, 1990). Hermeneutic inquiry 

incorporates interpretative and creative acts rather than techniques bound to explicitly to 

functions. It encompasses a broad range of traditions and philosophies, which serves to 

inform pedagogy and curriculum (Smith, 1991). Researchers can use hermeneutics to 

interpret documents such as curriculum guides and its principles can drive school reform. 

Through interpretation, hermeneutics can influence additional issues such as school dress 

codes, policy on teacher hfring and retention, and other poUcies (Gall et al., 1996). This 

meant that I needed to immerse the study in the design of hermeneutics, to enable me to 
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enter the classroom community with the goal of leaming as much as possible about the 

culture of the at-risk adolescent reader. As I interacted with the students by assisting them 

with their work and the more I observed how they responded to each other socially, the 

more accepted I became in the classroom community. I found this knowledge useful 

when I asked students for their perception of the reading curriculum. My hope was to let 

them have a voice in suggestions for future curriculum changes. 

Hermeneutics also has the capability to cross cultural boundaries and initiate 

dialogue between parties that appear to be at odds with one another. Hermeneutics 

contributes to curriculum and to society by providing a referential and relational lens 

rather than a lens of absolutes (Smith 1991). Social relationships suggest meaning is built 

and refined through communication between researcher and participants (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1994). Conversation in hermeneutic methodology resuhs in a conununity 

sharing of ownership, where all members contribute to the knowledge base (Smith, 

1991). As participants in the study shared personal stories and views on reading 

informational text and as they attempted to make sense of their reading world, 

hermeneutics provided the foundation of interpretation I needed. 

Smith (1991) states that researchers in hermeneutics are interested ui "the 

question of human meaning and of how we might make sense of our lives in such a way 

that Ufe can go on" (p. 200). Hermeneutics is interpretive study focused on constmcting 

understanding in context and attending to the original purpose (Patton, 1990). In 

interpretive study, researchers who employ hermeneutics ask, "What are the conditions 

under which a human act took place or a product was produced that makes it possible to 
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interpret its meanings?" (p. 84). Denzin and Lincoln (1994) state that as a social research 

method, individual constmctipn of meaning is only possible through interaction between 

the researcher and the participant, suggestmg, "The final aim is to distill a consensus 

constmction that is more informed and sophisticated than any of the predecessor 

constmctions" (p. 111). Since there is a lack of research from the point of view of the at-

risk student, I needed to develop the social constmction and relationship between the 

participants in the study and myself, a researcher, which hermeneutic inquiry requires. 

Since I needed to examine the aesthetic side of the stmggUng adolescent, I also 

employed hermeneutics in my investigation in hopes of addressing diversity and for 

interpreting data. I hoped to give voice to the participants by using quotations as the 

central text and enable the reader to vicariously experience the culture of the at-risk 

adolescent. My goal was to let the students' voices give the text a narrative flow of 

information (Patton, 1990; GaU et al, 1996; Smith, 1991). For this study, hermeneutics 

allowed me to investigate the diverse culture of the at-risk student from thefr viewpoint 

rather than through the lens of another researcher. I was reminded that diversity is a 

trademark of ethnography, finding its particular space in hermeneutics (Smith, 1991). 

This study was cradled in hermeneutics through student response by written 

samples, interviews and personal stories. These artifacts served as a bridge to narrative 

inquuy. This method of study served as a signature to qualitative research containing 

personal experience methods. Narrative researchers collect stories from participants and 

vwite about those experiences. Although the narrative is empirical data, it contains 

imbedded interpretation. Multiple forms of documents such as field notes, joumals, 
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interview transcripts, others' observations, story telling, letters, autobiographical writing, 

newsletters, rule writing, pictures, metaphors, and personal philosophies are examples of 

data collection for the narrative. The goal is to constmct a holistic picture (Connelly & 

Clandinin, 1991). 

The role of story within hermeneutics also related to my research since my 

overall goal was to present the stories of the study participants. Perhaps that is why 

Carter's (1993) work on the use of stories in teacher education, piqued my interest. Carter 

believes that story excites and generates motivation to leam and to share prior 

knowledge. "Story is at the center of this constmctive process. To understand thinking, 

then, it is necessary to find the story that stmctures an individual's model or theory of 

events" (p. 7). Carter views analysis of story as a framework for analysis of issues such as 

power, meaning, and interpretation. I felt that perhaps, by listening to stories of the 

participants, educators could gain an understanding of how to approach at-risk 

adolescents' reading challenges. 

Oral history, as a part of hermeneutics, related to my research, as well, because a 

hoUstic approach to reading that includes life cormections and activating prior knowledge 

is important to at-risk adolescents. Terkel (1975) researched a Ufespan of oral history that 

allowed readers to see the "human" behind the life experiences of muhiple participants. 

Miller (1974) chose to focus on one narrator, Harry S. Tmman, as the Ufe-story was 

written into a biography and Terry (1984) recorded stories of muhiple Black participants 

of the Vietnam War. In oral history, the narrator is the author of the story and the 

researcher records the words, decreasing the distance between the life story and the 
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reader. Using the same method in miniature, I planned to incorporate quotes from at-risk 

students in my project. This would allow the reader to approach the written word with a 

minimum interference while allowing the reader to personally interpret the passage and, 

perhaps make a cormection to the at-risk adolescent. 

General Conclusions 

There are multiple examples in the literature of ethnographic case studies that 

have been conducted in the classroom (Wills, 1981; Lightfoot, 1983; Escamilla, 1994; 

Moffatt, 1989). In these studies, the researcher entered the world of the students by 

participating in their culture in hopes of gathering authentic information rather than to get 

"expected" answers. The attempts of these researchers seem to have been successful, 

partially because they took the time to listen to the participants. These studies point to the 

necessity for getting to know the participants if the researcher expects authentic answers. 

Additional Uterature that addressed my research pointed to the importance of 

ample time spent in the classroom, variety of collection materials, and allowing for 

questions to emerge as the study progresses (Spindler & Hammond, 2000). 

Gaining Access to the Research Site 

The research questions serve to guide the researcher toward the appropriate field 

site. Berg (2001) asserts that: 

In many cases, the decision to use a particular research site is tied closely to 
obtaining access to an appropriate population of potential subjects. Poor study site 
selection and/or poor sample decisions may weaken or min eventual findings. 
One must be careful to identify an appropriate population.... (p. 29) 
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My first step in gaining access to this research site was to prepare consent forms 

and an oral presentation (^pendices B & C) following the guidelines of the Institutional 

Review Board. Since I planned to have face-to-face contact with the student participants, 

I paid careful attention to the wording within the forms. I wanted to explain the purpose 

of the study to the students, their parents or guardians, and to the faculty. I wanted the 

students to understand that information from the study might help other students to better 

understand informational texts. Thus, writing such a consent form requhed careful and 

deliberate wording so that it could be understood by the target audience. 

While awaiting approval of the study by the Institutional Review Board, I 

contacted the district administration office seeking a field site for the study. I was 

referred to the assistant superintendent, who listened to my general description of the 

study. Patton (1990) has described this method of requesting entry to the field site as the 

"known sponsor approach." This method has been described as a successful approach for 

gaining access to a field site. "By this tactic observers use the legitimacy and credibility 

of another person to establish their ovwi legitimacy and credibility" (Patton, 1990, p. 

254). I was "sponsored" by the personnel director who presented my written request to 

the school board. The school board then referred the request to the school district's 

attomey who, in turn, gave her approval to the assistant superintendent. The director 

suggested that I consider focusing on one of the two freshman high schools since they 

were involved in an intervention program for at-risk reading students. He acted as my 

sponsor by discussing the possibility of the study with the principal at one of the schools. 
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Although the sponsor approach has advantages of saving time by eliminating 

muhiple interviews with principals and teachers, I agree with Patton (1990) who wams 

the researcher that using the sponsor approach can be problematic. Researchers who 

employ this method lose some freedom in selecting the exact classroom fit for the 

research site. In my case, I had to adjust the study to the confines of the standardized test 

curriculum and I was not encouraged to shadow students into their content area 

classrooms due to pressure from the faculty. I was reminded that politics has a role in the 

public school system: 

Furthermore, acute moral and ethical dilemmas may be encountered whUe a 
semiconscious political process of negotiation pervades all fieldwork. And both 
elements, political and ethical, often have to be resolved situationally, and even 
spontaneously, without the luxury of being able to tum fu-st to consuh a more 
experienced coUeague. (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, p. 84) 

From conversations with the principal and the host teacher, I soon inferred that 

the content area teachers and the principal seemed somewhat ill at ease with the project 

because I had requested to shadow the participants into some of their content area classes. 

Although the principal favored the project, he was concemed that the students not be 

distracted from their academic goals. 

It was not my intention to intermpt student progress or to interfere with faculty 

plans. Thus to make the project a success, I began attempting to build a rapport with the 

staff and faculty. Since the principal didn't have a background in reading, I met with him 

a couple of times to explain my intentions with the project and to assure him that I would 

put my best effort into supportmg the curriculum and the teacher. I agreed to supply 

information at a later date regarding findings that might help him increase test scores. In 
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addition, I made it a point to sign in each day in the office, put on a visitor's badge, and 

to greet the office staff". Since the district received community volunteer credit hours if I 

helped in any way with the students, and since I was a volunteer with the district, I was 

also able to account for each hour I was on the site giving strength to the community and 

school partnership program. 

Establishing Rapport 

I entered the classroom two months before begirming data collection, in hopes of 

becoming a member of the classroom community. My goal was to build tmsting 

relationships rather than what could be described as clinical observations. To build 

rapport in the classroom, I feh I needed to strike a balance between my needs and the 

teaching methods of the remedial reading teacher who agreed to my presence in her 

classroom. I needed and welcomed her input, and I wanted her to recognize my 

appreciation. Soon after I began observations, I decided to make an effort to taUc with the 

teacher, Ms. Woodward [pseudonym], to inquire what I could do to make her 

comfortable wdth the study. At first I found her reticent, but finally she asked me, "How 

can you take notes on the students without judging my teaching?" I recognized this 

hesitancy, and I could identify with her. Ms. Woodward didn't know me and knew little 

of my background. She didn't know my teaching philosophy or what I was going to 

report. I shared my teaching background and inquired about hers. With this information, 

she realized that I knew about the pressures of standardized tests and curriculum 

parameters, and I learned more about her teaching philosophy. I assured her that I was 
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concentrating on the students and it took a tremendous amount of my attention to note 

student activity and reactions. I offered to share what I wrote in my field notes while she 

taught, and she acknowledged that she would appreciate this sharing. After reading the 

observation notes, she seemed to better understand what I was observing. I also 

complimented her style of positive interaction with students and I shared positive 

comments from the students regarding her lessons. 

Perhaps the most rapport was established when I assured Ms. Woodward that I 

welcomed her suggestions, insight, and conmients at any time. When she questioned 

privacy, I emphasized that I intended to protect each participant's identity and had built 

in safeguards such as pseudonyms and data storage and this included protecting her 

identity as well. 

As the study progressed, I was still not sure whether the other faculty members 

were as comfortable with my presence as was Ms. Woodward, so after considerable 

deliberation, I decided that asking to shadow the students in their content area rooms 

would cause too much stress for the faculty. In addition to their comfort level, I wondered 

if I would be able to observe authentic content area interactions since I had not and could 

not spend the same amount of time observing in their rooms as I had in their remedial 

reading class. It was more important, in my opinion, to build a foundation of tmst 

between Ms. Woodward and myself, as well as to spend as much time as possible 

bonding with the students in the three class periods I spent with Ms. Woodward. 

I also found that social gestures such as taking a bag of candy into the room to 

augment Ms. Woodward's "reward" supply, or picking up a snack for her to enjoy at 
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break added to the rapport within the classroom community. I feh that Ms. Woodward 

and I were becoming a teeim when she asked me to have lunch whh her in the school 

cafeteria, so we could chat and relax. From these social actions, I think Ms. Woodward 

saw me as a peer and the study progressed on schedule. 

Throughout the semester, I watched Ms. Woodward become an advocate for the 

project. She interceded several times on my behalf, which saved time and kept the 

fiiistration level of red tape at a minimum, although this advocacy sometimes occurred 

without my request or knowledge at the time. For example, when I mentioned that I 

needed to ask to interview students during the "Channel One News" time slot, she 

wamed me that this would be against school policy of intermpting the academic 

schedule, and neither the principal nor the other teachers would agree to this action. 

While I was pondering a solution, and without my knowledge, Ms. Woodward set up 

consecutive Fridays of reward time in the library that would aUow opportunities for the 

interviews while offering a reward for students. Although I completed most of my data 

coUection by the end of one semester, Ms. Woodward and I remained in contact during 

the second semester, touching base about progress of preparing for the standardized tests, 

follow up interviews, and accomplishments of the study participants. 

I knew I had made progress with both the school officials and facuhy when near 

the end of the school year I noticed that, due to her absence, one student had not been 

asked a question that the other participants had enjoyed answering. I called Ms. 

Woodward and asked if there was any possibility of meeting with the student for ten 

minutes during third period sometime. At 11:401 received a phone call asking if I could 

129 



be at the school in twenty minutes so that the student and I could meet before lunch. The 

schedule was tight but school personnel were even willing to "pull her out of class" if 

necessary so that I could put the last piece of information into the study. 

Context of the Study 

The study took place in a small city in West Texas. Although h currently has a 

population of 95,000 people, it is a chy dependent on the oil industry, and as a result, 

when the oil market fluctuates, so does the population base. In recent years the city 

attempted to stabilize the economy by inviting retailers, marketing engineers, and 

medical persormel to consider housing their businesses and practices in the city. This 

attempt was somewhat successful, but a tour of the area showed many vacant buildings 

where successful businesses once stood. In addition, the growth of new industry resulted 

in a movement of population to the newer areas in north and west sides of town, leaving 

the south and east sides filled with vacancy and areas of poverty. 

A major entertainment of this area was sports, and this translated into a strong 

athletics emphasis in the public school system. The "no pass, no play" mle was strictly 

enforced within the school system, and student identity was nested in what sports the 

students played. Second to the interest in sports was interest in the performing arts. A 

strings instmment program was offered to mterested students in fifth grade and above, 

and band was offered at the junior high level. This city had a community theater, art 

museums for children and for adults, and a symphony. 
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Education appeared to be important to the population as evidenced by 

scholarships donated by companies and prosperous families to students who graduated 

from local high schools and planned to attend area junior colleges and universities. To 

qualify for the scholarships, students had to complete community service hours. 

When students entered the ninth grade, they were housed in a freshman-only 

school. At the completion of the ninth grade, students attended one of the two high 

schools for the completion of theh public school careers. Both freshman schools had 

equivalent descriptors of ethnichy and social economic status. Both schools were state-

recognized campuses for their standardized test scores (TEA 2002c). Due to the district 

design, each school housed half of the ninth grade students in the public school system. 

The high schools into which the ninth grade population advanced were "5 A" schools 

enroUing approximately 2,000 students each (tenth, eleventh, and twelfth grades), and 

approximately 50% of students were minority students. District guidelines dictated that to 

advance to the tenth grade, students must be at grade level, scoring at least 73% on the 

state-standardized test. The students in remedial reading classes had all been identified as 

at-risk by the district administrators according to the Texas code and district guideUnes 

by scoring less than 73% on the last administration of the state standardized test (TAAS). 

If at the end of ninth grade, sttidents had not achieved grade level status, they would be 

routed to an altemative high school 

The school where I conducted this research had a student population of 825 

students, 290 of whom were identified as at-risk. The student body profile by ethnicity 
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was 47% White, 42% Hispanic, 9% Black, 1.4% Asian/Pacific Islander, and 0.6% 

American Indian. 

The school lunch program listed 50% of the students as free lunch recipients, 25% 

as reduced lunch, and 25% as receiving no assistance. Thus, under the guidelines of the 

School Lunch Program (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2002), approximately 50% of 

the school's students were considered as low socioeconomic status, reporting total armual 

family income at $23,530 or less for a family of four. In addition, approximately 25% of 

the students had been identified as having total armual family income between $33,485 

and $23,530 for a family of four. The school did not receive Title I funds. 

Classroom Context 

It was the district and campus goal to remediate students to grade level to ensure 

success in the remaining high school years (Campus Improvement Plan, 2002-2003). Of 

the 290 students identified as at-risk at this campus, there were over 100 students enrolled 

in the school's remedial reading intervention classes. One teacher taught all remedial 

reading classes, and the class served as a replacement for an elective. 

The majority population of each classroom in the remedial reading classes was 

minority students. I decided to choose the first three periods of Ms. Woodward's 

remedial reading class for my field site. This enabled me to concentrate on students from 

several classes rather than concentrating on students from only one period. The 

breakdown of the population of the three classrooms in the field site was as follows: 
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• Period One: 17students (8 Hispanic females, 0 Black females, 0 White females, 3 

Hispanic males, 3 Black males, 3 white males). 

• Period Two: 13 students (3 Hispanic females, 0 Black females, 0 Whhe females, 9 

Hispanic males, 1 Black male, 0 White males). 

• Period Three: 15 students (2 Hispanic females, 1 Black female, 1 White female, 6 

Hispanic males, 2 Black males, 1 Whhe male). 

When I first entered Room 409,1 remember feeling that there were too many 

students, desks, computers, and stacks of papers for the size of the room. The room was 

rectangular in shape with a pair of file cabinets beside the door, on top of which were 

stacked tubs of spfrals labeled "joumal." A four-foot bulletin board decorated with 

student work that flashed 100% and smiley faces reminded students that effort was 

worthwhile. The remainder of the wall was flanked with a brown chalkboard, at the end 

of which sat the teacher's desk where student assignments often waited to be graded or 

passed back to their ovraers. The remaining three sides of the classroom had a bank of 

twelve student computers sittmg on tables that lined the walls. To the side of the teacher's 

desk was a computer and a low storage shelf stacked with teacher materials. A storage 

closet was squeezed between the teacher's computer and the computers at the far side of 

the room. A second bulletin board was located at the back of the room on one side of the 

computers. On the other side were several tubs of pop-culture magazines and catalogues, 

neatly stacked and organized by tities. There were no windows in the classroom except 

for the small one in the door and another one above the door. Both had been pamted over 

to avoid distractions from the courtyard. 
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In addition to desktop computers, classroom equipment consisted of a laptop 

computer with the capacity to project written responses on a pull-down screen. A 

radio/cassette player rested on a desk near the file cabinets and a television with a video 

cassette recorder hung from the ceiling above the file cabinet. An overhead projector was 

positioned front and center of the chalkboard, and a stool where students tumed in 

worksheets or collected newspapers to read in sustained silent reading was often 

poshioned beside h. At other times, students and the teacher used the stool to sh on when 

reading aloud to the class or when demonstrating something on the overhead. 

As shown in Figure 3.1, student desks arranged in five traditional rows faced the 

front chalkboard, and at the far side of the room, near the teacher's desk, was a four-foot 

diameter table. This table was where I took up residence for the study, often sharing it 

with one or two students. The walls were filled with posters of sports figures and slogans 

such as "You can do h!" and "Read for success!" On several occasions during the study, 

students were invited to replace the posters along the far side of the room so that there 

was an atmosphere of student choice. One area of wall space had newspaper or magazine 

articles that students might find interesting to read during free reading time. The floor 

was a checkerboard of black and white tiles and the walls were light red brick; the 

combmation of tile and brick made noise echo across the room. Added to this was a built-

in fan that constantly mmbled, often drowning out student contributions or teacher 

explanations, in a room where the temperature varied from stuffy to uncomfortably cool. 
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Figure 3.1: Diagram of Room 409 

The room seemed crowded and wom, and overall there was a mixed feeling of a 

dismal, tired classroom in need of remodeling but juxtaposed with a teacher's philosophy 

that success can happen anywhere. When the school bond issue failed early in the study, I 

remembered reflecting on this classroom where over one hundred remedial reading 

students and one teacher toiled daily to improve reading scores. Later, when a revised 

bond passed and the school was listed for remodeling, I remember thinking how great it 

would be if the students in Room 409 could have a voice in the project. I wondered what 

they would suggest if asked to design a comfortable, motivating reading room. I noted 

this question in my field notes so that I could ask the students later. 
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On my first day in Room 409,1 remember thinking, "Where are the books?" until 

I noticed a small book tower, in front of the teacher's desk that contained some current 

magazines and a limhed collection of seldom used books. Later, I learned that Ms. 

Woodward seldom used textbooks as a means of instmction because she feh that students 

were not motivated to read what they were expected to read for content area instmctors. 

When I asked about informational picture books she remarked that she had little success 

with them in the past. "You can try if you want, but I can tell you.. .they just won't read 

them," she commented. Instead she sought other means of supplying informational text. 

For example, she arranged for a sponsor to supply a local newspaper (The Free Press 

[pseudonym]) to the classes twice weekly. On other days she allowed the students to read 

pop culture magazines and catalogues that she supplied. Students were allowed to bring 

unfinished reading homework into the classroom at any time and she would tutor them if 

they needed help. Occasionally, Ms. Woodward put a short text picture book or two on 

the chalkboard tray to support a topic in a standardized test preparation passage. 

Each class period began whh sustained silent reading for fifteen minutes, during 

which time students had a limited opportunity to select reading materials. On "newspaper 

days" they read The Free Press, and often Ms. Woodward previewed the top stories in 

each section before students began to read. On magazine days, she seldom previewed 

material since there were muhiple tities of magazines. There was a 25-copy class 

magazine (Extra) that Ms. Woodward subscribed to because of student interest. 

Reading joumals were sometimes employed, with students practicing wrhing 

summaries of what they had read. Several times during the semester sttidents were asked 
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to volunteer to share their entries whh peers by typing them into a laptop computer 

connected to an overhead projector for "positive" peer review. Sporadically, they shared 

orally with a partner concerning what they had read. Usually, though, students read and 

retumed materials quickly to be ready for the next activhy. 

After sustained silent reading, students were guided as a large group through a 

short reading skill and drill lesson, which had an accompanying worksheet. Half of the 

class started the worksheet or completed corrections while the other half completed 

leveled progranmied reading assignments on assigned computers. Students switched with 

their partners when worksheets and computer assignments were completed. The routme 

varied little since Ms. Woodward believed that consistency was a key to raising 

comprehension scores. Good behavior had several rewards, such as work being displayed 

on the board, or tteats such as candy or breakfast burritos, which Ms. Woodward 

purchased and passed out to those who eamed them. Another reward was a trip to the 

library. Playing chess or checkers was the activity of choice during these times, although 

two or three students might choose to read a magazine or The Free Press. 

BuUding self-esteem was one of Ms. Woodward's major concems. She asked that 

I not share with the students that they were labeled "at-risk" because she feh that this 

would only serve as a barrier to thefr advancement. I soon noticed that after recapping the 

day's lesson objective, Ms. Woodward seldom let the students leave without making an 

edifying comment to her class and reminding them to have a good day. 
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Data Collection 

Timeline for the Study 

As outlined in Table 1, school district approval of the research site was obtained 

and informal observations to establish rapport began during September 2002. The 

research study received final approval from Texas Tech in October 2002, at which time 

informed consent was obtained and the student participants were selected. Formal data 

collection continued through December 2002, with follow-up interviews during January 

2003. In March 2003,1 received permission to look at the students' personal records 

related to reading performance, attendance, and participation in intervention programs. 

Table 1: Timeline for the study. 

Activity Timeframe 

Developed the research proposal 

Obtained site approval from school 
district; began informal observations 

Received final af̂ roval fi-om Texas Tech; 
Explained the study and obtained infonned 
consent from potential participants; 
selected case study participants 

Data coUection (observations, collection of 
artifacts) 

Three-tiered interviews 

FoUow-up (clarifying) interviews 

Examined participants' personal school records 

August-September 2002 

September 2002 

October 2002 

October 2002 - December 2002 

December 2002 

January 2003 

March 2003 
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Using Participant Observation 

Participant observation invhes the researcher to participate, yet not to become 

totally absorbed in the activity. While participating, the researcher attempts to remain 

detached enough to remain objective for the purpose of analysis (Patton, 1990). In 

qualitative research, the participant observer recognizes that subjectivhy and interaction 

will occur to some extent and that will affect behaviors of both the observed and the 

observer. It is the responsibiUty of the researcher to take this into account when 

interpreting the data (Merriam, 1998). Fieldwork for the participant observer requu-es 

that the researcher spend extensive time in the setting where the study is taking place so 

that the researcher can make first-hand observations (Patton, 1990): 

The purpose of observational data is to describe the setting that was observed, the 
activities that took place in that setting, the people who participated in those 
activities, and the meanings of what was observed from the perspective of these 
observed, (p. 202) 

As an ethnographic participant observer, I could fit into the school routine in an 

unobtmsive or non-distracting marmer. I realized that the students needed to concentrate 

on leaming new strategies if they were to meet curriculum goals by the end of the year. 

By echoing the teacher's approach I found that I could support her lessons as a tutor and 

gain data while helping students. In addition, participant observation allowed me to come 

and go without upsetting the classroom routine, an important component for both the 

teacher and the students who were focused on "catching up" to grade level in reading. It 

also allowed for me to progress from rapport building interactions, tutorials, and general 
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assistance as a volunteer who dropped in three times weekly to serious daily observation 

and recording of field notes without a break in the routine of the classroom community. 

As I sat at my table at the side of the room, I found h possible to observe 

responses from a short distance. I could observe student-teacher interaction, and record 

this activity in my field notes. At other times I walked around the room, answering 

questions or reinforcing information from the teacher. This helped to build rapport with 

the students as I attempted to become part of the classroom community. Later, I found 

this had been time well spent as I audio-taped interviews during scheduled library visits. 

Participant observation committed me as a researcher to participating in a shared world of 

culture and social interaction, which resuhed in an egaUtarian, or a shared perspective as 

the theory evolved into a principle of interaction (Atkinson & Hammersley, 1994). 

Setting the Study in Motion 

When the Institutional Review board granted permission, I met whh Ms. 

Woodward to set the study in motion and begin data coUection. The fnst step was to 

explain the purpose of the study to the students in three oral presentations, one for each 

mormng period (Appendix B). Each presentation was followed by a discussion, after 

which I distributed a student handout and a parent consent form in both Spanish and 

EngUsh to each student (Appendix C). I instmcted the students to discuss the study vvdth 

thefr parents, and if interested, to choose a pseudonym before returning the signed forms 

to me. I guided the students through the consent form and pointed out where parents or 

guardian should sign, where students should sign, and where students should wrhe then 
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chosen pseudonym. Fourteen student consent forms were retumed, thirteen of which 

were retumed within a two-week period and one which was retumed several weeks into 

the study. 

During the last two months 1 attended the moming classes daily, during which 

time I gathered data. Throughout the semester, I tutored and interacted with students, and 

as I got to know them, they began to share their personal needs and wants regarding the 

reading curriculum. I shared high interest short informational social studies books by 

placing them on the chalk fray to be read during sustained silent reading, and asked for 

their reactions. I hoped to build a relationship with the students so that they would share 

their feelings about reading, and so that they would allow me to be the vessel of then 

collective voices. It was a school mle not to intermpt instmction by pulling students out 

of class, so I found it necessary to wait to conduct the interviews until the students were 

scheduled for weekly library sessions. Throughout the month of December and into the 

first week of January, I conducted audio-taped interviews in a private part of the library. 

Becoming an Insider 

I feh that the tune spent in the classroom prior to data coUection was time well 

spent, and that h added to a foundation of tmst. This enabled me to assume the role of 

"insider" or a member of the classroom community rather than a distraction as I 

attempted to better understand the at-risk student. I based this approach on Patton's 

(1990) description of the changing role of the participant observer: 

The extent of participation can change over time. In some cases the researcher 
may begin as an onlooker and gradually become a participant as the study 
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progresses...In participant observation the researcher shares as intimately as 
possible in the life and activkies of the setting under study. The purpose of such 
participation is to develop an insider's view of what is happening, (pp. 206-207) 

The more time I spent in the classrooms, the stronger the rapport grew between 

the participants and me. For example, at the beginning of the study, many students were 

too shy to ask for my help, and students who did ask seemed uneasy whh my ability to 

answer their questions. They would ask the teacher to verify the information as if they 

were testing my knowledge. By the end of the study, they raised thefr hands often for 

help and asked several questions before "dismissing me" to continue theh work. I 

interpreted this as a vote of approval. 

Selection of Participants 

I used purposive and reputational sample selection (Merriam, 1988). Purposive or 

purposeful selection is synonymous with criterion-based sampling where the criteria or 

descriptors are determined by the researcher prior to selection, and samples are sought 

that match the criteria (Merriam, 1988, 1998). "Purposive sampling is based on the 

assumption that one knows what one wants to discover, understand, gain insight; 

therefore one needs to select a sample from which one can learn the most" (1988, p. 48). 

In this instance, I knew that I needed a population of at-risk adolescent readers so 

I sought students who had not performed successfiilly in the subject of reading on the 

state-standardized test. Within the parameter of selection of the case, I needed to limh the 

sample size to make the study manageable. For this second step, I relied on reputational 

selection. Reputational sample selection can be described as relying on the 
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recommendation of those knowledgeable of the students who met the criteria. "In case 

studies then, sample selection occurs first at the case level, followed by sample selection 

within the case. For both levels of selection, criteria need to be established to guide the 

process" (Merriam, 1998, p. 67). From the 14 retumed consent forms, I used reputational 

selection by seeking teacher input to assist in narrowing the focus of the study to six 

students, from which three would eventually be selected for purposes of this document, 

(jathering data on additional students allowed me to make adjustments if some students 

moved or decided to discontinue the project without affecting the outcome of the study. 

In selecting the three participants, I considered ethnic and gender representation, 

as well as the length and depth of student response in taped interviews and emerging data 

from field notes. In addition, I based my selection on body language and comfort level as 

I interviewed students, roamed the room, or engaged in casual conversations following 

tutorials. For example, if students seemed stressed by "gentle verbal probing" or 

unwilling to share, I used this as an indicator that I might want to reconsider them as final 

subjects. I^ however, students appeared to share their thoughts or if they appeared eager 

to participate in interviews such as asking "Are you going to interview me tomorrow in 

the Ubrary?", or if they offered spontaneous input that related to the shidy such as "This 

feels real.. .the letter from the person is right there for us to read," I perceived this as 

dedication to the study. Throughout data collection process, I conferred with a peer 

reviewer as well as the teacher to guard against personal bias in selection of participants. 
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Meeting the Participants 

After spending time with the participants in the study, h almost feh like they were 

my students. As I taUced and tutored, interviewed, and took notes on their reading habhs, 

they often shared hurts and hopes from a depth of tmst that almost shocked me. For 

example, I found that they had little inhibhion about passing notes in front of me or 

slipping gum or candy into their mouths. It was as though they had tested me early on and 

found me to be on theh side. I did not say anything about keeping what I observed in 

regards to classroom behavior a secret; the participants just assumed that I wouldn't try to 

get them in trouble. This behavior spread across the three classrooms and was not limited 

to the students in the study, although I am sure the participants feh a bh more certain of 

my reactions. The students seemed very aware of my presence, but they appeared to tmst 

me. This was especially tme of the three participants in the study. 

During interview sessions, the participants and I developed a bond that increased 

with each passing week. We laughed and sometimes we even cried together, and we 

developed a unique relationship as partners. Although I could see the three participants in 

my mind as a group, they were only aware of a one-on-one relationship whh me. We 

never sat down as a set of four people to share our thoughts. There was not enough time, 

and the students came from three different classes. I wonder what these students will 

think when they look back on this time we spent together discovering then thoughts 

about informational text and at-risk readers. 

144 



Lalo 

Lalo was Hispanic, and his good looks and charm ensured his popularity whh the 

girls. More than once I observed his retum from the teacher's desk and as he passed a 

girl's desk she would slip a stick of gum or a piece of candy into his hand as he walked 

by. He was of medium size and liked to wear hahstyles that would startle the 

traditionalist, but some how seemed to fit his style so well he looked quhe handsome. 

While I worked with Lalo, his hair was shaved close to his head but he had a six-inch 

dreadlock extending from above each eye, and he had a passion for saggy pants. Because 

of the school's dress code, he had to wear a uniform that included a beh. Lalo got around 

this mle by wearing an oversized hooded sweatshirt that covered the waist of the pants. I 

also saw him extractmg snacks from the sleeves of the sweatshirt. The students were 

allowed to wear sweaters or sweatshirts over their white Polo shirts on chilly days. 

Lalo was the most diverse reader among the participants. He actuaUy used reading 

as an escape from boredom and saw nothing wrong with reading ahead while the teacher 

read directions or lectured. He felt that he could tune in when necessary, but a lot of the 

school day was devoted to repethion and that made h a perfect time to read. He looked on 

reading difficuh material as a chaUenge and he feh a responsibility to the author who 

vwote the material. He stated, "If someone goes to the trouble to write something, you 

ought to try to read h. He probably has something to say." I once asked Lalo if he feh h 

was okay to discard a book that didn't appeal to his interest and he had a difficuh time 

deciding if h was ethical to begin a book or article and not complete h. 
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Lalo read the poUtical events in The Free Press and the first page as well as the 

local news avidly each day as soon as he arrived in class. He liked to converse whh 

teachers and peers about what he had read. I asked him if he thought much about the fraq 

situation and he shared that he and his friends read about it and discussed h "a lot." He 

said h was always on their minds. 

I asked him if he read at home as much as he read at school and he said that he 

read more at home most days. Lalo had a close relationship whh his mother that included 

a rich reading life, and he described a trip to the video store as more of a trip to the book 

section. He said that sometimes he liked to read a book after watching a movie. His 

favorite book as a child was a book entitled Love You Forever (Munsch, 1986), because 

it told a story of how a boy grew up to care for the mother who had cared for him. 

While he never wanted to be singled out for complements when he did good 

work, Lalo showed leadership ability and had a following of male and female friends. He 

had been retained in junior high and appeared more mature than his fiiends. If he pointed 

out something of interest in a newspaper or magazine, the others seemed to want to read 

it, also. There was a certain quality about Lalo that made you want to ask him for advice. 

Stacy 

Stacy, tall and blonde, was the only white participant in the study. To describe her 

as fair-skinned, pretty, and blue-eyed is a fair physical description, but h would only be a 

partial picture of her. Her nurturing personaUty and her willingness to help and share 

information was what I remember most about Stacy. She had a flair for hanstyles, make 
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up, and shoes, and her interest in reading reflected her interest in heahh and beauty. 

Somehow, when you looked at Stacy in a school uniform, you saw something different 

and more stylish, yet she was always within dress code guidelines. I never could identify 

what h was, but h was a part of Stacy, as was her passion for chewing gum. 

Although she read The Free Press on the assigned days, she usually spent most of 

her time on the comic section, the gossip column, and the horoscope. However, when 

given the opportunity to read magazines, she poured over the advertisements and 

biographies of the pop stars. I asked her if she wished to live the life of a movie star and 

she gave me a definhe "No!" She did feel, however, that famous people led interesting 

Uves and got to travel to interesting places. 

Her base knowledge in fashion and beauty products was broad and she could 

converse as long as time allowed about the latest fragrances and where to purchase them. 

Perhaps due to her interests, she wore a lot of trendy jewehy, and she checked her 

makeup frequently. Her appearance was tastefiil, not gaudy, because she knew from her 

reading just how to apply the lessons the magazines had to offer. 

Stacy was the first to admh to taking short cuts in her assignments if she found 

them boring, which was often. She told me that as an elementary student she heard that if 

you read the begirming pages of a book, some pages from the middle, and the ending, you 

could fool most teachers into thinking you had read the book. "I'm not going to Ue to 

you," she quipped. "That's what I did." She added that she didn't read at home and then 

she mentioned the magazines she subscribed to or purchased. When I pointed out that 

they, too, were reading, she seemed amazed. "Well, then, I guess I do read at home!" 
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A trait that was interesting in Stacy was the need to nurture her peers. If someone 

didn't understand something, she said she would ask a question and risk being laughed at 

to get the questions flowing. She said that if someone would start asking questions, others 

would follow and pretty soon everyone learned more than if no one had asked questions. 

She found this particularly tme in content area courses. 

Junior 

Junior was Afiican-American of medium height, and appeared to be athletic and 

filled with energy. My impression of him was influenced by his love of basketball that 

was so was evident in his conversation and reading tastes. When we taUced together. 

Junior's eyes would take on such expression that I feh I could see into his soul. If he feh 

strongly about a subject, he would pound the table softly with his fist. This trait 

convinced me of his passionate opinion regardmg the stmggUng student and teacher 

response. For example. Junior had definite ideas as to why students become alienated 

from school and how teachers could keep them interested. He said to find students 

something interesting to read and not to push students away. He wondered why people 

became teachers if they didn't want to help students. Junior suggested that when students 

are sent to the office the principal usually takes the teacher's side whether or not that is 

the fair way to settle the problem. 

I would venture to predict that in any classroom setting. Junior would be noticed 

for his reading habhs. To Junior, reading wasn't reading if h wasn't read aloud. The fact 

that others found this distracting was a mystery to Junior. "If you don't read out loud, 
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how are they going to hear your mistakes?" he wanted to know. Occasionally I would 

hear someone remind Junior to "hush" during SSR time. 

Junior was an expert on the game of basketball, basketball figures, and statistics 

about basketball. If a text connected to basketball. Junior read and reread the passage, 

savoring facts and filing them away for later retrieval. He also liked to read to his little 

nephew who looked up to him as a role model. One of his goals in life was to make his 

nephew aware of the importance of reading and education so that he could "do all of the 

school things better" than Junior. 

Data Sources 

Patton (1990) identifies three types of data sources in qualitative research. 

"Qualhative methods consist of three kinds of data collection: (1) in-depth open-ended 

interviews; (2) direct observation; and (3) written documents" (p. 10). Using this 

description as a framework for data collection, I incorporated into this study the 

following data sources: direct observations, information from tutorials and presentations, 

transcripts of interviews, classroom artifacts, and official school documents. 

Observation Data 

Direct observations are detailed descriptions of activhies, actions, and behaviors 

gained from observing and interpreting human behaviors. The researcher records detailed 

notes in joumals to preserve observations from the field experience (Patton, 1990). 

Merriam (1998) suggests joumalizing ongoing reflections in the field notes: 
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Ethnographers often maintain something called a fieldwork joumal—an 
introspective record of the anthropologist's experience in the field. It mcludes his 
or her ideas, fears, mistakes, confusion, and reactions to the experience and can 
include thoughts about the research methodology itself (p. 110) 

For this study, I observed reading behaviors such as flipping from page to page, 

attending to pictures for details, tactile behaviors, topic selection, and vocalizing while 

reading silently. 

Tutorials 

When neede4 follow up inquuy was in a mode of strategic tutorials as a support 

to comprehension apart from the study and whhin the framework of the ongoing class 

routines established by the teacher. Tutorials were conducted to one student at a time at 

the students' desks or at thefr assigned computers, answering questions as I roamed the 

room. When I tutored students, I tried to record the information when I retumed to my 

table so that I would not disturb then thoughts or cause stress. In addhion, conversations 

with students were recorded in field notes for later reflection. If cfrcumstances did not 

aUow for immediate action, I recorded the information as soon as possible. 

Thus, information gathered in tutorials or presentations were recorded in ongoing 

field notes in an unobtmsive manner. I noted observations and anecdotes in my field 

notes to ensure timeliness and to protect data for accuracy and objectivity. To attempt to 

see through objective lenses, I consuhed with a peer reviewer who was active in 

qualitative research. 
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Presentations 

Occasionally I presented information to the classes such as guiding them through 

a strategy. Such instmction was a whole group activhy and to all three classes for the 

purpose of anonymhy. For example, I reviewed how to think aloud while reading 

informational text as a mini-lesson, and together we problem solved and predicted. I also 

asked them to think about their reading habits in general and reflect on what worked best 

for them, and I recorded thefr responses on a survey sheet (Appendix D). We thought 

about what should and shouldn't compose a textbook and they drew illustrations of 

textbooks, labeling the parts and explaining what worked and what didn't appeal to them. 

Interviews 

In-depth open-ended interviews consist of dfrect quotations from experiences, Ufe 

connections, opinions and feelings from a personal viewpoint (Patton, 1990). I 

incorporated a series of three audio-taped interviews designed to investigate the reading 

history of students, focus on details, and to reflect on meaning of the reading experience 

(Seidman, 1998). "At the root of in-depth interviewing is an interest in understanding the 

experience of other people and the meaning they make of that experience" (p. 3). I 

conducted a series of three interviews designed to support my observations as well as 

address the participants' reading histories, reflections of strategies, and suggestions to 

help other students. 
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Incorporating the Interviews 

Because I wanted to allow the student voice to emerge in the taped interviews, I 

had no survey instmment other than three questions to guide me through the series of the 

three interviews and 15 addhional protocol questions (Appendix E), which I used as 

prompts. The prompts, chosen to stimulate student thoughts as they reflected on their 

reading habhs, were contained in an article (Taylor & Neisham, 2000) focused on 

motivating the at-risk reader in a reader's workshop. 

The three reflective interviews were in a series as suggested by Seidman (1998) 

for phenomenological interviewing. This approach builds meaning when placed in 

context of the participants' experiences. The model matched my purpose in collecting 

data from interviews because the interviews are interdependent in building meaning. 

Seidman e)q)lains the framework, stating: 

The fu-st interview establishes the context of the participants' experience. The 
second aUows participants to reconstmct the details of thefr experience within the 
context in which it occurs. And thnd encourages the participants to reflect on the 
meaning their experience holds for them. (p. 11) 

These interviews, as weU as follow-up interviews (necessary due to time restraint, 

emerging topics or absenteeism), were audio-taped and transcribed later using 

pseudonyms as identifiers for protection of anonymhy. Transcriptions were completed in 

a timely marmer to ensure a fresh quality of data coUection. 

After interviewing the participants, I listened to the tapes and noted where I 

needed more information, and conducted a follow-up interview with each participant. 

The transcribed tapes produced 200 pages of data. 
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Collection of Artifacts 

Artifacts consist of written sources derived from a variety of records, and may 

include quotations and passages from organizational, clinical, or program records, 

memoranda, letters, diaries, official publications, questionnaires, and surveys. These data, 

as Patton (1990) states, are generally gathered from fieldwork where researchers have 

spent time in the setting they are studying because, "no single source of information can 

be tmsted to provide a comprehensive perspective on the program" (p. 244). I coUected 

artifacts from the teacher regarding reading inventories, college interest surveys, 

worksheets, joinnal entries, and test review sheets. When I presented a strategy, I 

coUected the graphic organizers and written responses. Occasionally, participants offered 

me original writings such as poems or social notes. These I also accepted as artifacts. 

Since Ms. Woodward's teaching style was typically whole group instmction in a 

traditional mode, artifacts coUected were presented as assignments to the students and 

coUected after completion. After assignments were collected or sometimes after they 

were graded, I removed papers belonging to participants, copied them after class with my 

personal copier, and retumed them to the stack of papers. I also collected artifacts that 

accumulated from classroom exercises such as joumals, graphic organizers, or 

worksheets that the teacher selected according to her class room instmction. I feh that 

this procedure assured anonymity and guarded against embarrassment. In addition, as 

mentioned previously, conversations with students were recorded in field notes for later 

reflection. 
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Formal Documents 

I realized that what I observed in this study was not an accurate overview of the 

participants' reading histories from early elementary to the present. Their current reading 

habhs and skills grew out of a year-to-year exposure to their personal environments, and 

to the school system. To gain a long-range view, I felt that studying each participant's 

history through available program documents was a needed component for the study. I 

based my judgment on the thirteen indicators that the Texas Education Agency (2002) 

used as identifiers of at-risk students (listed in Chapter I). Evidence of one or more 

indicators, I reasoned, had to evolve over a period of time— t̂hat is, they reflected a 

process over time. Although I didn't want to base the study on formal documents, 

especially since they can contain flaws, I wanted to include them as a portion of the data 

as part of the students' histories. As Patton (1990) states: 

Program documents area subject to a variety of measurement errors. They may be 
incomplete and inaccurate. They may be selective in that only certain aspects of a 
program (that is, positive aspects) are documented. Files and records are often 
highly variable in quality, with great detaU in some cases and virtually nothing for 
other programmatic components. Document analysis, however, provides a 
behind-the-scenes look at the program that may not be dfrectly observable and 
about which the interviewer might not ask appropriate questions without the leads 
provided through the documents, (p. 245) 

Thus, to assist in documentation of at-risk identifiers, I also used formal 

documents such as absentee and tardy records, formal standardized test scores as 

recorded on the student personal record files. For each student in the district, there is a 

file folder on which is recorded each student's academic history. Such information as 

absences, moves from one school to another, changes of address, standardized test scores 

from year to year, pull-out programs, special education identification, grades, and other 
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pertinent information were contained whhin those files. These documents served to 

support the definhion of the at-risk student as it applied to my study. They also served to. 

fill in information that students could not remember such as whether they had 

participated in intervention programs. 

The text of the study was written in a narrative format and supported with 

quotations from the students. Since the narrative contained embedded interpretation, 

varied methods of data collection relating to how the participants and the researcher 

interacted were employed in attempts to keep the data as objective as possible. My goal 

was to constmct a holistic picture of each participant. 

Storage of Data 

I completed the major portion of data collection from the participants by the end 

of one academic semester, with some follow up interviews extending into the second 

semester. This time frame was necessary because the principal wanted to ensure that data 

collection did not interfere with preparation for the state-standardized test in reading. I 

stored all data m a locked file cabinet at my office. All information was considered 

confidential and would continue to be stored in the locked filing cabinet for a period of 

five years after the study ended. At that time, all data will be destroyed. 

Data Analysis 

Artifacts such as the ones in this study are more effectively analyzed when they 

are condensed into a coded system and readied for systematic comparison (Berg, 2001). 
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The basic principle of the constant comparison method is to immerse your thoughts in a 

mindset of investigating similarities and differences of the data, ft is a method involving 

looking at data from multiple perspectives so that themes once overlooked emerge. 

Bogdan and Biklen (1998) state: 

Play with the different coding possibilities. After you have drawn up a new list, 
test them again. Speculate about what the new scheme suggests for writing 
possibilhies.. Unhs of data can be assigned muhiple codes, and coding segments 
can overlap each other. Segments of text can be simultaneously sorted mto several 
different categories, (pp. 183-184) 

This approach to coding allows the researcher to make sense of the data 

(Merriam, 1998). "And making sense out of data mvolves consolidating, reducing, and 

interpreting what people have said and what the researcher has seen and read—it is the 

process of making meaning" (p. 178). 

For example, in this study I noted that Junior used the input from Ms. Woodward 

before deciding which article to read for sustained silent reading. I initially coded this 

information as reliance on teacher input and later I also coded h as connecting to personal 

interest because of Junior's interest in basketball. By keeping Junior's action in mind as 

the teacher highlighted the newspaper and not dismissing the information as filed away, 

my mind was open when Junior's interest in basketball surfaced in an interview. Still 

later. Junior completed a comprehension exercise at the computer at an increased rate of 

speed and ahhough he made several errors in answer selections, I noted that h was a free 

choice story about the history of basketball. I referred to my field notes to see how often 

Junior chose newspaper articles about basketball since this study occurred during 

basketball season. 
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Case data include information gathered for each case such as: interview 

materials, observational data, documentary data,, impressions from people involved in the 

study, and longitudinal data where applicable (Patton, 1990). I used grounded theory 

(theory emerges from the data hself) with constant comparison joint coding as I searched 

for emerging pattems throughout this study (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). By using this 

approach, I foimd that by the end of the study, I was prepared to arrange and rearrange 

the data, comparing h to new concepts and themes offered from each participant 

separately and as a set. 

Thus, this approach made it possible to use codmg and analytic procedures in 

tandem. Merriam (1998) suggests that grounded theory could be thought of as a series of 

conceptual Unks between and among categories and properties, and in communion with 

the constmction aspects of qualitative research, matching the needs of the study because 

"the basic strategy of the constant comparative method of data analysis has been adopted 

by many researchers who are not seeking to build a substantive theory" (p. 159). 

Joint coding was selected so that I could visit and revisit the data looking for 

themes to emerge and to add strength to the student voice. Glaser and Strauss (1967) 

suggest that ".. .while coding an incident for a category, compare h with the previous 

incidents in the same and different groups coded in the same category" (p. 106). This 

practice of constant comparison aids in framing the properties of a category. "The 

constant comparative method of data analysis was developed by Glaser and Sfrauss 

(1967) as the means of developing grounded theory" (Merriam, 1998, p. 159). It is 
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constmctive because the researcher is constantly thinking of altemate ways to code and 

compare the information (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 

I began the analysis process by taking field notes each time I vished Room 409. 

On a typical day I arrived at the office, signed in as a "Volunteer," and received a 

vishor's badge in exchange for my car keys. 

Coding Data 

I re-read the field notes and searched for emerging themes on a daily basis. This 

included what I had observed, anecdotal notes, and my personal reflections. On 

weekends, I color-coded the data and compared my findings whh artifacts I had collected 

when they were available. For example, with colored markers I drew symbols in the 

margins to note recurring themes, such as content area reading (pink slash) or strategies 

(orange triangle), as I examined and re-examined the field notes. Inhial themes included 

necessity for interesting informational text, presence of strategies in reading approaches, 

tactUe-kinesthetic activhy during sustained silent reading, and attention to teacher 

highlighting of newspaper articles. 

As the tapes were transcribed, I applied the same technique, and when I found 

additional themes such as strategies students named as most effective, making life 

connections to school life, and suggestions for other stmggUng students, I chose 

additional colors and symbols to represent them. Whh the new information, I retumed to 

the field notes and artifacts to look for these themes from a different viewpoint. 
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By using this approach I hoped to incorporate Merriam's (1998) suggestions for 

constant comparison. She notes that the researcher focuses on an incident contained 

within the data such as information from field notes, an interview, or other artifacts, and 

then compares this information to other information whhin the same data set or in another 

data set (Merriam, 1998). This led to the formation of a category that was then compared 

to other categories and to each other. One purpose of this type of data analysis is to give 

voice to the participants in a study as suggested by Strauss and Corbin (1998), who state 

that "if we do h correctiy, then we are not speaking for our participants, but rather are 

enabling them to speak in voices that are clearly understood and representative" (p. 56). 

The step-by-step process of comparison and joint coding includes identifying the 

categories by name, number and descriptors, and then using the categories as the basic 

conceptual elements for analysis (Merriam, 1998). 

For example, when one student selected a book by Edgar Allen Poe during a vish 

to the Ubrary, I noted h in my field notes. The following week, I found the same student 

reading the biography contained at the back of the Poe book rather than the assigned 

newspaper during sustained silent reading, and as I passed by his desk, he signaled to me 

that he wanted to discuss his findings. I noted this in my field notes and coded h as an 

emerging theme of using Uterature and non-fiction for entertainment, as I had coded other 

observations of students who read pop culture for entertainment. A few weeks later, the 

same student mentioned in an interview that reading Poe had a special significance for 

him because h served as a bond between him and his deceased brother. I coded this 

information and the previous information as a theme of family connections. Still later, the 
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student remarked in an interview that an experience with a teacher and reading of "The 

Raven" (Poe, 1845) had caused him to shut down on reading assignments. Sensing that 

this was important data for the study, I noted it in a yet another color and, tme to my 

intuhions, I later foimd other students with similar experiences. 

As themes emerged, I found h possible to record them in graphic form on a table 

for fiirther analysis. By doing so 1 could see interrelationships of themes among the 

participants, as well as personal themes which were contained in the data contributed by 

single participants. By graphic representation, I also found h easier to visualize cross-

referencing across the methods of data collection and to make effective use of 

triangulation of data. For example, Lalo described his vishs to the bookstore to browse 

and research his reading interests on the subject of wars during an interview. Later, in a 

journal response, he described his thoughts on the 9-11 tragedy from the perspective of a 

war sfrategist. Even later in the study, I recorded in my field notes that Lalo did extra 

research on the computer as he sought to find information on Hiroshima. I noted these 

events on a chart that was designed to register common topics in interviews, field notes, 

and artifacts. 

For this study, I used student artifacts, documents supplied by the school 

administration such as grade level equivalency scores, TAAS scores, attendance records, 

tardiness, and office referrals. This information was compared to the information in the 

joumals, comments on the graphic organizers, field notes and information supplied on 

audiotapes as suggested by Patton (1990) for the purpose of triangulation of data. 
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By constant comparison and joint coding of the data, and by attending to 

emerging themes and practices, I wanted to illuminate the approaches that adolescent at-

risk readers employ as they transact with informational text. By allowing the voices of 

the students to emerge, I found the participants were willing to share reflections from a 

viewpoint that might otherwise be overlooked by the researcher while possibly offering 

solutions to curriculum design. I was reminded by Merriam (1998) that numbers and 

statistics carmot supply the in-depth holistic approach that case study design requires 

because my study was based on perceptions that are difficuh, if not impossible, to 

quantify. 

Six Broad Themes 

As I analyzed the data, I kept in mind that Merriam (1998) advises researchers to 

constmct categories in broad concepts that cover congment information. She gives the 

example of sorting muhiple food hems into a limhed number of grocery bags. As I 

sorted my raw data, I decided the data fell into six broad concepts. They were: 

• Early reading experiences: I began the fu-st interview by asking them a 

protocol question that mvited them to reflect on theh- eariiest reading 

memories. I found that this mformation contributed to their reading habhs as 

ninth grade students in a remedial reading class. 

• Definmg reading: This included but was not limited to definhions of how and 

where the participants found reading, whether at home or at school, ft 

included then personal reading interests and reading in other classes. 
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• Using strategies to gain information: The strategies they found effective for 

themselves as they read informational texts were included in this theme. It 

also included response to teacher input, and fransaction whh text through a 

think aloud activhy. 

• Cormections with text: This included how they made cormections through 

prior knowledge to home, school, and culture. Also included were connections 

they made to teacher, peers, and the environment, and connections they made 

to informational texts though physical behavior during reading. 

• Messages for teachers and stmggUng readers: Whhin this category were the 

messages the participants had for other students who stmggled with reading. 

They also had suggestions for teachers to make reading easier for both the 

teacher and the stmggUng reader. 

• Design of a reading room: To allow for closure of the study and creative 

expression, I suggested that the participants design a reading room that 

encompassed thefr philosophies of reading. 

These themes became the categories around which I framed the analysis of the 

individual cases and later the comparison of the cases. Whhin these categories there were 

muhiple subcategories and interrelated themes that I discuss in Chapters IV through VII. 

By triangulation and constant comparison, I was able to sttidy the data from a variety of 

viewpoints and allow the voices of the participants to be heard by researchers in the field 

of reading. 
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Tmstworthiness 

Researchers must adhere to a strict moral code to protect participants and the 

discipline of qualhative research. This includes protecting anonymity and attempting to 

be objective in our findings, ahhough the possibility of remaining entirely "fair" at all 

levels is not possible (Ely, Vinz, Downing, & Anzul, 1991). In addhion, I needed to 

address ethical issues such as examining the worthiness of the project, consent, 

bovmdaries, tmst, honesty, proper use of results, and responsibilhies of data usage. 

The four components of tmstworthiness are credibilhy, transferability, 

dependabiUty, and confumabilhy (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). By remaining in the field she 

over an extended length of time the researcher can more effectively present what is being 

observed and by contributing what is found to the body of research add to the knowledge 

of the field. By using overlapping methods to ensure that the findings are consistent with 

the gathered data, and by maintaining current documentation, the case study is 

strengthened and defendable in the research arena. Guba and Lincoln (1994) define 

tmstworthiness by comparing it to other terms familiar in research such as "the 

tmstworthiness criteria of credibility (paralleling intemal validhy), transferability 

(paralleUng extemal vaUdity), dependability (paralleling reliability), and confirmabUhy 

(paraUeling objectivity)" (p. 114). 

From the beginning of the study, I assured the participants that I would use 

pseudonyms that they selected and that individual information gathered would not be 

shared with such people as the principal or my colleagues. All artifacts were coded to the 

student-selected pseudonyms for the purpose of students' protection. The name and 
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location of the study she was referred to only by descriptors such as "a town of 95,000 in 

southwest Texas" and the school was referred to as a freshman school. The data were 

examined from a scholarly stance whh a purpose of contributing to the body of reading 

research. The resuhs of the study would be submitted to Texas Tech University for 

publication as a qualhative research dissertation. The data would be stored in a locked 

filing cabinet in my office for five years and then be destroyed. All of the above 

information was disclosed to the participants, the parents and guardians, and to the school 

district adminisfration where the study took place. In addition, I promised the participants 

that I would do all that was within my power to let theh voices be heard in hopes of 

revising reading curriculum. 

Credibility 

Credibility is the observer's attempt to tmly describe the situation and is increased 

through prolonged and persistent field engagement (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). Merriam 

(1998) supports this by asserting that another reason to observe in the field she over an 

extended length of time is to ensure credibility. My choice to complete this study in this 

particular district was based on my abiUty to draw from previous experience. Since I 

worked in this district for ten years, I feh that I had a general overview spanning the 

changes in educational expectations and curriculum that would benefit the study. In 

addhion, I worked in a special needs lab for at-risk adolescents for four years prior my 

move to Texas. While working in this setting, I was trained to be as objective as possible 
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when interacting whh the students. I felt that by combining my prior experience whh the 

student voices, we could add to the body of research on at-risk adolescent readers. 

The fact that students and 1 exerted effort at the beginning of the study also 

communicates an air of credibility. For example, to participate in the study, the 

participants exhibhed that they wanted to participate in the project to help other students. 

Because they by accepted a permission form after listening to the explanation of the 

study, took h home and presented h to their legal guardian for a signature exhibhed 

interest and initial dedication. I also noted in my presentation, as well as in the student 

handout and on the consent form that these students were given no special privileges and 

grades were not affected by whether or not they chose to participate. All work on the 

study fit into the regular school day of the student including interviews, which occurred 

during free choice library time. 

For creditability and consistency, I attended the field she on a daily basis for the 

purpose of data collection. Merriam (1998) addresses the issue of authentichy of findings 

by asking the questions, "Do the findings capture what is really here? Are investigators 

observing or measuring what they think they are measuring?" (p. 166). As a vehicle for 

credibilhy, I used triangulation of data, a comparison of muhiple sources such as 

comparing findings in field notes whh information from interviews and student 

assignments or artifacts. Bearing in mind that the study was a dynamic that changed with 

adolescent mood swings, academic requirements, and my own interpretations, I had to 

examine and re-examine coding and anecdotal responses. I analyzed and revisited the 

data and emerging text to ensure that what I thought I was finding was valid and 
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representative of the student needs and voice rather than mine. Triangulation of data 

added strength to the study because h allowed for examination from varied viewpoints 

and layers of examination. 

Credibilhy relies on the interpretation of the researcher, which is couched in 

background experience. However, 1 realized that this experience could be a double-edged 

sword as I could also carry my personal biases into the study. What is interesting from a 

personal perspective is that my view differed from what I have seen in society. When I 

conversed with other educators and parents about at-risk children, I often heard terms 

such as "baggy pants" or "weird hair" or "poor attitude" which indicated a negative 

response and often fear. My response was usually one of empathy tempered with higher 

expectations than the at-risk children set for themselves. 

Either extreme, the more critical or the overly sensitive, can allow bias to enter 

outlook uninvhed. Smith (1991) echoes these thoughts when he observes that 

communication is affected as mankind strives to negotiate meaning with other humans 

and base knowledge is continually reconstmcted in an attempt to read the worid. This 

philosophy implies that the background and beliefs of the researcher affect the study and 

that".. .one must know about the researcher as weU as the researched to place any 

qualitative study in a proper, hermeneutic context" (Patton, 1990, p. 85). 

I attempted to remove personal judgements as much as possible by choosing a 

peer reviewer to monitor progress of the study and the data analysis. I chose my peer 

reviewer carefully; I tmsted her insight and academic outiook. For these reasons, I feh I 

could rely on her input for attempts at objectivity. In addhion, I made known to the 
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participants and the teacher the reason I was the classroom was so that the study could be 

based on honesty from hs inception. 

I feh the project sample group of three participants represented the voice of many 

at-risk reading students, and as such was credible. I based this assumption partially on the 

fact that they were students in classrooms that represented half of the chy's at-risk ninth 

grade readers. I also assumed that as the students interacted, they echoed the voices of at-

risk students not in the study and constmcted opinions reflective of their peers. 

As previously mentioned, I employed triangulation, a basic tool in ethnography 

(Fetterman, 1998). Comments on the graphic organizers, content in conversational 

joumals, my field/anecdotal notes, and the audio interviews served as data for 

triangulation. I hoped that by using more than one data source, bias and vulnerability 

would be controlled as much as could be anticipated (Fetterman, 1998; Merriam, 1988). 

Triangulation allowed this study to remain a product of student voices and concerns 

rather than my agenda, while also allowing me to look at the information from multiple 

viewpoints and to arrange and rearrange data as themes emerged. It allowed my peer 

reviewer to observe and check for clarity. 

I employed member checking in this study by reviewing at the begirming of each 

interview what I had noted from the previous interview and asking them to correct any 

information they feh was not clear. In addhion, I retumed personal transcripts from the 

three interviews as well as case study chapters to the participants who contributed the 

information. I did so according to district guidelines. 
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Transferability 

Qualhative case study researchers do not generalize their findings. Rather, they 

look for instances of transferabiUty, which contributes to the body of research or the field 

of study. In other words, the information leamed can be transferred to the body of 

research or shared with others researchers in the field (Merriam, 1998). 

Much of case study is considered holistic and situational, as h pertains to social 

phenomena and human dilemma (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Cronbach (1975) contends that 

qualitative researchers are working in situations that call for uncontrolled condhions, 

personal characteristics, and interpretation. What is being observed is ever changing and 

calls for responsiveness to the situation. Cronbach asserts, "Intensive local observation 

goes beyond discipline to an open-eyed, open-minded appreciation of the surprises nature 

deposits in the investigative net" (p. 125). The uniqueness of descriptive case studies 

resuhs in the situational and fluid. This is particularly tme in this study. Each at-risk 

reader had a different story to tell and prior experience permeated theh- individual stories. 

This study was based on the theoretical framework of Rosenblatt's (1994) 

transactional model which contends that as students read, they are continuously 

redefinmg and constmcting text. Thus, the perceptions changed from participant to 

participant and were so personal and situational that they cannot be replicated, but those 

perceptions served to illuminate possibilhies of change in curriculum design. Attempts to 

repUcate this study would be making a statement that situations and feelings are static 

rather than dynamic. Other researchers and teachers can, however, take the discoveries 
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from this study and expand their understandings of stmggUng readers, strategies these 

adolescents find especially salient, and reading curricula. 

For this study, I used thick description as suggested by Merriam (1988). Thick 

description provides "enough description so that readers will be able to determine how 

closely their situations match the research situation, and hence, whether findings can be 

transferred" (p. 1211). This technique included wrhing in detail what was observed to 

provide context. In this study, thick description provided as complete a picture to the 

reader as possible and offered the possibility for other researchers to view the data 

through both the student voice and my words. This allowed for interpretation of body 

language, tone of voice, culture, and the school envirormient as I researched the messages 

from the student. Merriam (1998) states "Descriptive means that the end product of a 

case study is a rich, 'thick' description of the phenomenon under study. Thick description 

is a term from anthropology and means the complete, Uteral description of the incident or 

entity being investigated" (p. 30). 

DependabUity 

Case study is enhanced by overlapping methods and well-informed subjects. The 

word dependabiUty is synonymous with the term consistency. The question to be 

considered is whether the resuhs are consistent with the data gathered (Denzin & Lincoln, 

1994). Merriam (1998) states "That is, rather than demanding that outsiders get the same 

resuhs, a researcher wishes outsiders to concur that, given the data collected, the resuhs 

make sense— t̂hey are consistent and dependable" (p. 206). For the purpose of 
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dependabiUty, and to build an atmosphere of openness, I informed the students and the 

teacher of the purpose of the study from the beginning of the project. I gave an oral 

presentation to the students in first, second, and third periods in which I described why I 

was conducting the study and why I needed student viewpoints. I supplied student 

handouts and copies of the consent form for student examination as I guided the students 

through the information. This was followed by an open discussion during which several 

students expressed a desire to participate or asked further questions for clarification. The 

consent forms were franslated into both Spanish and EngUsh for the comfort and respect 

of the participants' native language, and I stressed that they must be signed by parents or 

guardians as weU as by the students themselves. 

In addition, I showed where on the consent form the participants needed to choose 

a pseudonym so I could protect thefr privacy. I told them that their names would not 

appear in the study, nor would the location or name of the school. I assured the teacher 

and the students that all information from them was confidential, and thefr privacy would 

be protected in the event of publication. 

I wanted to make sure that students feh comfortable to ask me questions 

throughout the study and on occasions while I "roamed the room", tutored, or 

interviewed them, I answered thefr questions and invhed them to ask me questions. When 

I noted something in my field notes and students looked quizzical, I showed them what I 

noted about them and asked them if they had any questions or comments. 

By using a variety of data collection methods, dependabiUty was assured. By 

examining my observations and anecdotal notes, I kept an ongoing log of student activity. 
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Attending class daily, participating in occasional class meetings, and conducting 

interviews whh individual students, helped to establish that dependabiUty as well. 

Reflection helped to ensure a fresh perspective, and dependable recording of data 

identification of emerging themes and student viewpoints also helped the dependabiUty 

of this study. 

I tried to be unobtmsive as possible by a balancing the "insider/outsider" 

perspectives or in this case the member of the classroom community (the insider) versus 

the observer from the world of academia (the outsider). Homberger (1994) cautions that 

without this balance, the researcher can participate so much that the culture is changed or 

so little that the course of action is missed. In addition, if the participants are given too 

much power, research may be inhibited, and if given too little power, there may be little 

change. This balance was a precarious challenge for me as I entered the classroom; an 

arena of change for me, both as a teacher and as a researcher. 

Confirmability 

Denzm and Lincoln (1994) state that all documentation must be retained and kept 

current. For this study, I kept a mnning documentation of field notes and interviews. I 

recorded observations and andectodals on notebook paper divided into two columns with 

reflections noted on the back of each page. Reflections were recorded as soon as possible, 

either in the following class period or in my car after each moming session. Later in the 

day, I often retumed to my notes and reread them, recording my questions or thoughts as 

I transacted with the data. Interviews were audio taped, transcribed, and reflected upon in 
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a timely manner to keep the data current and so that I could be aware of emerging 

themes. 

I set up a copy machine at the back of the classroom so that I could copy materials 

such as tests, worksheets, joumal pages or other artifacts. Copying was completed during 

fourth period, when the classroom was vacant to ensure privacy of the documents. 

Parameters of Data Collection and Analysis 

I found this research to have both Umhations and advantages that might impact 

the findings. I agreed, for example, to work within the framework of the regular 

classroom routine. This meant that any tutorials or interaction for the sake of the study, 

such as interviews or sfrategy instmction, could not dismpt the school day. Thus, if 

particular issues arose, I could not address them at that time, which limhed the 

immediacy of participant response. 

Demands for high standardized test scores placed pressure on administrators and 

teachers as curriculum was selected and implemented. This pressure trickled down to my 

study by impacting what and where I could observe, which probably placed limitations 

on my findings. On the other hand, the she was representative of other schools in respect 

to such parameters. 

I anticipated a bravado attitude or shyness until I could get to know the students 

through tutorials and my daily presence in the classroom. In addhion, I anticipated a 

possible reluctance to discuss past reading histories due to unpleasant memories. I 

decided that if discussion of past experiences caused discomfort, I would not pursue this 
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part of the study whh the particular students involved, thus potentially limhing my 

findings. I also wondered about the parental support for the study, and whether I would 

encoimter a lack of tmst from parents of at-risk students. For example, would they feel 

comfortable allowing me to study their children for this purpose? I did not experience this 

problem, however. 

Another limhation could be the use of adolescent participants and their lack of 

knowledge about the wide variety of reading strategies available to them. This use of 

adolescent perspective, however, could be interpreted as an advantage. By gathering data 

directly from the students, I did not have to look through the filter of another researcher's 

interpretation. The data was as close as my field notes and reflections, and as fresh as the 

voices on the taped interviews. 

As researchers, we are reminded that the temptation to create theory from case 

study can cause damage if it diverts attention from the case and overpowers the 

importance of understanding (Stakes, 1994). The decision of what to include and the 

length of time to be spent on a case are left to the decision of the researcher. Since 

complete understanding is not a possibility, the decision of what to include and how to 

include h is a strategic decision of the person conducting the study. Thus, my perspective 

as the sole reporter and interpreter of the data could be viewed as a limhation. 

There is a great responsibility for the ethnographic researcher to maintain a moral 

commitment to the participants as well as to attempt to remain as objective as possible 

(Atkinson & Hammersley, 1994). Narrative inquiry is driven by concept of the "whole," 

yet h is difficuh to include all of hs details. Even when h appears finished, h, Uke Ufe, 
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continues to unfold. This approach causes an interaction between the researcher and the 

participant that raises questions about objectivity. The narrative mode, with its 

subjectivity, is reflective and shortens the distance between the researcher and the 

participants in a study. In the past, researchers purposefiilly distanced themselves from 

the participant. This change is causing a reconsideration of how to approach "tmth" 

within a study (Alvermann, 2000). Ethnographers are known for their abiUty to maintain 

an open-minded approach toward the culture they are investigating. However, this 

requires rigor and does not ignore the presence of personal bias (Fetterman, 1998). 

Although personal perceptions and the sample size preclude replication, this does 

not defract from the study's importance in the field of reading research. This study will 

contribute to the body of reading research about at-risk adolescent students. By providing 

an avenue for students to voice their concems and beliefs, h is hoped that the collective 

knowledge will serve to add to the awareness of educators who strive to design curricula 

that motivate the population of at-risk readers. 

Concluding Remarks 

This study was a descriptive case study, based in participant observation 

ethnography and hermeneutics. The culture I studied was the labeled "at-risk" adolescent, 

a culture often at odds with the mainstream school population. At the outset of this study, 

I couldn't hypothesize what I might discover on this joumey, but I did know it would be a 

journey focused on the personal experiences of the participants. Since the content of this 

study evolved as the study progressed, it was not possible to predict the perceptions, 
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present the issues, or to determine the theory at the beginning of the study. This 

information emerged throughout the research. I was reminded by Merriam (1998) that the 

study is somewhat bound to the view of the researcher, and due to the weahh of 

information in a case study, as well as the fact that no one is omniscient, the whole story 

can never be totally included in a case study. For these reasons, choices of data selection 

were subjective out of necesshy. 

Researchers for qualhative case study often attempt to let the study tell hs own 

story (Carter, 1993). This method falls under ethnographic interpretive study and 

reliance on the people within the case to present the details is great. By employing 

hermeneutics, the researcher uses interpretive methods to bring understanding to the data. 

It was my goal to listen, to attempt to understand and then to serve as a bridge between 

the student and the academic world. By allowing the voice of the at-risk adolescent to be 

heard, I hoped that reading research would be enriched. By illumination of what was 

helpfiil from the viewpoint of the student and how they perceived that reading gaps could 

be remedied, the educator might gain a new perspective for intervention. 

Most of all, I wanted to faciUtate this study so that h was the participants' stories 

told through my guidance and analysis. In addhion, by investigating perceptions of at-risk 

adolescents, I hoped that the three participants would develop a sense of empowerment. 

Because ethnography, in recent years, has rejected positivism and embraced a method 

less focused on numbers, I found h exching to explore at risk adolescents' perceptions 

toward reading. 
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The voice of three students and the study hself cannot be replicated, but h can 

join the body of similar research and contribute to that picture. Review of the Uterature 

showed a lack of research from the prospective of the voice of the at-risk adolescent 

reader. It is my hope that this study will add to the body of reading research, serving to 

guide educators toward more successfiil interventions and curriculum decisions. 
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CHAPTER IV 

INTRODUCTION TO THE CASE STUDIES 
AND CASE ILALO 

Introduction to the Case Studies 

This chapter and the two that follow, describe the three case studies of this 

research study. The study consists of three unique adolescents who lived in the same 

town and attended the same school at the same time. Each case is meant to stand by hself, 

replete with similar information but unique in details. Thus, each case is much like a quilt 

square; it is colorful and decorated v^th its own fabric and history. Each case is a 

composite of personal memories and current beliefs. The three cases woven together, 

however, form a tapestry of remarkable insight. 

The three students, all considered "at-risk," presented theh views through 

interviews, joumal entries, Intemet surveys, and classroom assignments. In addition to 

the interviews, the students offered informal comments about reading throughout the 

study. These comments, my own observations of classroom participation, and my 

reflections about those comments and observations, I kept in field notes. As I observed 

these three students, I recorded strategies they employed as they read informational text, 

and during the interview sessions I discussed whh them what they feh were the most 

helpfiil approaches to increase reading comprehension. 

At one point during this study I asked these three students to illustrate and label 

then- impressions of a textbook and then suggestions for improvement. Theh responses 

are included in then cases. I also include their ideas of a "perfect reading room." 
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In order to provide consistency, I present a common format for each case. I begin 

each case with a short description of the participant. The purpose of each description is to 

share a picture of each participant's physical qualities and personality profile. Following 

the description, are six categories designed to explore each participant's philosophy of 

reading. The categories and their order are as follows: Eariy Reading, Defining Reading, 

Using Strategies to (jain Information, Making Connections whh Text, Advice for 

Teachers, and A Reading Room. Following is what the reader can expect to see discussed 

within each category: 

Early Reading 

I felt it was important to discover the history of each participant by guiding them 

through a self-report of their early reading experiences. I felt the participants needed this 

time of reflection to get in touch with the history that molds their reading lives today. 

Rosenblatt (1978) states that who we are as readers, is the resuh of personal experiences 

and prior knowledge combined with new information. Who we are as readers is a 

constmction site that is constantly changing. 

I began the first interview by asking the three participants to share what they 

could recall of then earliest memories of reading. For some of them, this was difficuh. 

Some had never thought of thefr early lives as a foundation for who they were as 

adolescents. Each participant could recall a favorite book and someone who took time to 

share h with them. From this point we moved toward the present, recalling school and 

life experiences, both good and bad. By reflecting on theh" past, the participants began to 
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realize who they were as readers, and this led them to define reading as it pertained to 

their personal lives. 

Defining Reading 

Reading is different to each person so its definition varies from person to person. 

One person looks at reading and sees words on a page, where others never read books but 

consider themselves as readers. Some are readers of people, while others are readers of 

the environment. I wanted to know how the participants defined reading and where they 

found it. 

I took information offered in interviews and combined it with information from 

my field notes to form a composhe definition that matched each participant's definition 

of reading. It was exciting to hear the participants talk about where they found reading 

and what they considered to be reading, both at home and at school. Information from 

this category related to my first research question, because the way participants respond 

to the informational texts of their world comprises their personal definition of reading. 

Using Strategies to Gain Information 

During the second interview, I asked the three participants to share with me the 

strategies they found effective as they read informational texts. They were pensive as 

they thought about reading and how they "did h." I recorded their comments, but I 

realized that the setting of the interviews was fairly removed from the act of reading, 

hself I augmented the data from the interviews with information from my field notes 
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concerning strategies the participants applied when reading, and 1 also examined artifacts 

such as worksheets and wrhing joumals for additional support. 

1 found that as 1 passed theh desks, the participants often moved their work 

toward me so I could see what they were completing. In addition, they sometimes looked 

toward the table where I tutored and recorded notes, and signaled that they wanted to chat 

with me as I walked past their desks. I noted which strategies they used in all of these 

activities because I wanted to see what they used whhout intmding on theh studies. 

Information for this category related to my second research question, because if students 

were applying sfrategies to their work or could discuss which strategies were the most 

helpful I assumed they perceived them as effective. 

Making Cormections with Text 

As the study progressed, I noticed how students made connections with 

informational texts and this category emerged as a theme. I found that students were 

continuously cormecting to home and school, the format of the text, other areas as they 

read. I asked them during the interviews about these connections, and they were often not 

aware of then behaviors. In order to cormect to text, there had to be an interest or a 

motivating factor. In a sense this category is addressed in both questions one and two. 

They were simuhaneously accessing information and responding to h to gain information 

as they read and they were applying what they learned from theh- connections. 
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Advice for Teachers 

I told the three participants that the main purpose of the study was to help other 

StmggUng readers, and they were willing to help. In the interviews we discussed what 

personal message each could send to help students who stmggled, and what they could 

tell teachers that would serve as a meaningflil communication. It also served to support 

the importance of prior knowledge and authentic text. As the participants worked on this 

part of the study, they commented on such topics as large and small group teaching, 

tutorials, peer support, and other issues that might serve as platforms to reach other 

students. This theme relates to my third research question because the focus is on 

students expressing their message to others. This led to the final category. 

A Reading Room 

The reading room project was groimded in events the participants read about in 

the newspaper, and which dnectly affected each of them. Early in the study, I feh that the 

physical atmosphere of the remedial reading room was less than comfortable. It had no 

windows, making it appear gloomy even on surmy days. When it rained, the walkways 

became flooded and water collected just outside the classroom, forcing students to slosh 

though h in thefr efforts to get to class on time. In addhion, a fan mmbled constantly, 

makuig h difficuh to hear the teacher's voice or students' contributions. Although the 

room was clean and the teacher had arranged h to make the best possible use of the 

available floor space, h was far from aesthetically comfortable. It needed remodeling. 

During the study, a bond to repan the buildings was defeated by voters, although 

another less ambhious bond was passed later in the year. Perhaps h was the publicity 
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regarding this issue that caused the students to discuss the comforts of the classrooms at 

the school. As a cormection to the remodeling issue, 1 decided to celebrate the end of each 

case study by asking the students to design a perfect reading room from materials to 

fumitine. I have included their suggestions as an echo of their voices. 

What follows are the three cases, my responses to the data collected, and 

cormections to reading theory and research when appropriate. 

Introducing Lalo 

Lalo was a charming Hispanic teenager who seemed very mature for his age, and 

was a type of foUc hero to his classmates, although I never discovered a reason for this. I 

sensed there was more to Lalo than I knew, but I respected his privacy. He was difficult 

to know, but he could command respect by just walking into a room. There was, 

however, a mysterious afr of ambivalence about him. Lalo was a year older than his 

peers, and for the most part he stayed to himself, not approaching others. Yet, students 

used Lalo as a point of reference, coming to him for advice on personal issues and even 

for suggestions on what to read. He seemed to always have time for everyone who came 

to him and the gfrls found him hresistible. He had no desk, but sat at the table where I 

worked and I never discovered if this choice was made by him or by the teacher. 

Lalo was an avid reader of poUtical materials and news stories that related to local 

community affans, the government of our country, or other stories that could affect the 

rights of chizens. He loved to write when asked for his opinions, which were, again, 

strongly political. He also loved to study hunting catalogues filled whh camping 

equipment and guns, and anything that related to art. His was a serious walk with life, yet 
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he had a dry sense of humor that captivated students and adults alike. He completed his 

assignments as an afterthought, and did just enough to keep out of trouble. 

In one respect, Lalo appeared tough, yet he was actually a very sensitive person. 

He spoke of his mother with respect and tendemess, and attributed his love of reading to 

her influence. An excerpt from my field notes gives an impression of Lalo's personaUty, 

and of his dedication to the study: 

Lalo waUcs toward the table v̂ nlth a sly grin on his face. I wonder if this means he 
has retumed the consent form. 

"Well?" I ask. 
"It's in my backpack!" he announces. 

He carefully pulls out the form as if h is a treasure. It is in perfect shape, I notice. 
This is amazing considering how much he carries in his backpack. This tells me 
the importance of the study to him—of being able to express his voice. 

At first I did not consider Lalo for the study because he was in the second period 

class and most of those students didn't appear interested. I decided that I could use the 

time between classes to record notes or copy artifacts, but Lalo kept asking me about the 

study, and I reaUzed he wanted to participate. He made comments Uke, "Yeah, I'd 

consider being in your project" or "Talk to my teacher and see if I can help you," and 

finally "I would probably have things to teU you that other kids wouldn't tell you." The 

day I gave him the permission form, I saw pride reflected in his eyes. He had a purpose 

and an opinion to express, and his comments about dropping out of school ceased when 

he was in my presence. 

At the beginning of the study I asked Lalo to draw his impression of what a 

textbook looked like (Figure 4.1), and on another piece of paper to draw how he designed 

a textbook (Figure 4.2). He drew an opened book whh muhiple pages, a nondescript 

picture at the top of one page, and text placed beneath h. The second page contained a 
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smaller picttu ê at the top, but no text. To Lalo what was "easy" about this book were 

predictable pictures because "You don't have to read the words to know what the picture 

is about." What was "hard" was the fact that it was "too simple," Lalo feh that his 

reading materials at school needed to be more chaUenging level and interesting. 

What most textbooks look like 

r is easy about this kind of textbook . 
Pith.Y5 arej>^eci-cl^,iol^ 

icy (lc,x4 h^^ A ^"^ ^^ ^"'"' '7 ^ 

What is bani about tills kind of textbook 

Figure 4.1: Lalo's sketch: What a textbook looks Uke; what makes h easy or hard. 
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How I would design a textbook 

What is easy about my design of this textbook 

What is hard about die design of this textbook 

Figure 4.2: Lalo's sketch: How I would design a textbook. 
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Lalo's idea for a new textbook design indicated to me that he wanted textbooks to 

connect to his personal reading interests. One comment on the paper was the title of the 

selection from a history book "War and Weapons" and his written comment: "I wanna 

see more about wars and details about their weapons." Each page in his drawing had 

sUghtly larger pictures at the top, and it was obvious to me that they were illustrations of 

a rifle and a tank, two weapons of war. The book appeared to be thinner when compared 

to the fraditional textbook. I noticed he put himself in the role of those he was asked to 

help. The "easy" characteristic of the book was that h contained more pictures, and his 

reply to what was "hard" was simple: "nothing." 

As with each participant, I opened the first interview whh a reflection of theh-

earliest memories of reading. For Lalo, this memory was one of comfort and support. 

Early Reading 

By revisiting the past, we sometimes leam about our current selves. I hoped that 

by exploring early reading experiences, participants would build an imderstanding for 

how they saw themselves as readers in the present. For Lalo, this inquuy began whh a 

discussion of his mother and reading. At first he remembered books like the Muppets. but 

as he searched his memory, he found another experience: 

When I was a little kid [my mother read to me]. We bought [my favorite] book. 
I don't know what h is called. I still have the book, ft's about a baby and, like, 
he's bad and stuff and his mom takes care of him and as he gets older, his mom 
gets older, and she's all old and tiny and he takes care of her. I don't know what 
it'scalled. He goes over there. He goes to his house... Oh- [Love You Forever] -
that's h. I don't know [what lesson I leamed]. I'U think about that... She's, h's 
his mother and she takes care of him. She's his mother. You know, what's going 
on, and he takes care of her. And I look at h and that's [the] way with me. [I'll be 
there] the way she was for me. 
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In many of our early conversations, Lalo expressed his love for his mother. I 

sensed his protection of her, and, as exhibited in his comments, he looked toward a future 

that included caring for her. 

According to his records, Lalo attended Head Start at a local center. It appeared 

from his comments that he wanted more social contact than he was allowed at the 

beginning of his school career. In the book Summerhill. A. S. NeUl (1960) notes that 

young children need to play out their fantasies during childhood or they will revish them 

later. I wondered if Lalo was revisiting the disappointments of his earlier school 

experiences, and if the need for more social connections was interfering whh his ability 

to make academic cormections as a ninth grader. I wanted to know what his early school 

experiences were like, because Lalo seemed so disconnected from school: 

I kind of hated it 'cause when you fu-st start school, you, you seem like you're 
more ready for something [like] meeting people, stuff like that. When I, when I 
was Uttle and I first started reading, I did like to read little poem books, like little 
books like that. But as we got in the older grades we stopped reading more what 
we wanted. We never came to the library for our class. We do this year -barely 
did last year. 

He mentioned that reading choices changed as students progressed through 

school and this happened for several reasons, one of which is because of time spent on 

assignments: 

You don't really get a chance to read what you want to read. I think, as you, as 
you get to a higher grade-1 think the choice is more of what you want to read but 
you're too busy with school work. 

Thus, even when given a choice of reading materials, there was seldom time set 

aside to read due to course requirements. I noted that when the choice of what to read was 

replaced vnth curriculum requfrements, Lalo seemed to resent the loss of control over his 
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reading. I also noted that he was above grade level in reading throughout his elementary 

years which indicated that he put up a good fight before some life experience caused him 

to falter and lose faith in the educational system. 

Defining Reading 

Reading is everywhere we look, whether h is on the pages of a book or on the 

signs as we fravel the roads of life. As we absorb the messages, we build knowledge. We 

are holistic beings who do not separate reading into isolated compartments of meaning. 

Our experiences allow us to blend words, experiences, and new information as we read 

our world. Rosenblatt (1978) suggests that our interpretations are personal and ever-

changing. What one person reads has a different meaning than when another person reads 

the same passage. 

By asking Lalo to define reading, I hoped to "break the ice" as well as get a 

working definhion from which to talk whh Lalo. Over the semester, I noticed that Lalo 

read informational text on posters, and in magazines, catalogues, books, and newspapers. 

He even read from the piles of material stacked on our table not yet filed by the teacher. 

As he read, he often became oblivious to his surroundings. In addhion to the classroom, 

Lalo found reading in many places in his home and community. He commented on some 

of these places: 

Most of the time [reading is in books, but h can be found] anywhere in public. 
Anywhere in public places I guess like at the dentist office, and like I used to have 
braces. Sometimes I read out of boredom when I waUc down the street. [Graffiti is 
another form] of reading [ft's] just like pretty much like someone's opinion-
what they have to say, you read h, but you don't, you don't always know what h 
means. Only the person that did h knows 
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Lalo saw reading in the public places that he visited, and also on the walls of his 

neighborhood, where people stated their opinions in graphic display. He admhted that the 

reader may not always understand the meaning that the writer was expressing, because 

the meaning could be personal. At this point in the study, he didn't question this lack of 

communication on the part of the writer. 

Lalo also foimd reading in more conventional places like book and video stores 

where browsing is invited and expected. He explained his experiences: 

I go to Hastings a lot. The books ...are interesting. [There are] books about 
religion or like... [other topics]. I just got a book I seen, a little book. I was just 
lookin' at books .. my mom does that, too. She looks [and] looks at books, too. 

Book browsing was an activity he shared whh his mother. This activhy 

demonsfrated the family support for reading that Lalo enjoyed. The bond between mother 

and son was emphasized in shared reading activities such as the exchement from the hunt 

for a good book. I found this to be touching, unique, and edifying. While many 

adolescents puUed away from being seen with their parents, Lalo's mother carved out a 

memory buildmg reading experience that they both treasured. These experiences whh his 

mother established his view of reading: 

Like reading, in other words h's just like someone else's opinion in other words. 
Err...like a theoty, someone else's theoty but proven. It is, h is proven and then 
reading just is getting h off of books but getting h from them. Just, like pretty 
much like someone's opinion- what they have to say, you read h but you don't, 
you don't always know what h means; only the person that did h knows. 

Lalo saw the author's message as an opinion that the reader attempts to translate. 

It is direct transmission if a reader reads the author's message hself, rather than an 

interpretation of h. In other words, h was not through the lens of another person's 

thoughts. If you wanted to know that you have the interpretation correct, you would have 
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to address the author directly. Lalo gave the author respect for what was written, and the 

reader the responsibiUty for interpretation, but it seemed to be okay if the interpretation 

was not exactly what the author meant. This is what Rosenblatt (1978) meant when she 

said that we create our own "poem." Our interpretation may be different than the 

author's, but it is based on a general idea of what the author might be saying. By 

questioning the author behind the text, the reader reaches to the higher level of thinking 

skills as the fransaction progresses and personal meaning is constmcted. I found this a 

refreshing and complex concept from a student who was labeled "at-risk" for reading. 

Lalo considered fiirther responsibiUty of the author as he explained, "They try to 

at least get h across, get the pomt that they're ttying to do so when somebody else reads h 

they'll be like 'Oh, okay.'" From this comment, I inferred that Lalo was saying that the 

author owes it to the reader to be as clear as possible in stating information. It was 

interesting to hear Lalo's concluding statement to this train of thought. He said, "It has to 

be right or something. I think it should [be right]." Again, it is the author's responsibility 

to be accurate and tmthfijl. When I first considered Lalo's statement, I had to figure out 

what he was saying. I think he was stating that the information needed to be accurate, but 

h did not preclude the right of the reader to question hs validhy. It had to be an honest 

representation of the thoughts from that writer, but the reader was not bound to agree. 

Lalo shared his opinion of newspaper articles on the national level as opposed to 

the local level Earlier in the study, he shared that he feh that by the time the national 

stories reached the reader, they were so fihered that the public did not receive the correct 

information. Local news stories were not as fihered so they could be considered more 

authentic. In Lalo's opinion, those closest to the source were the most accurate reporters. 
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Lalo explained his reasoning one moming when he initiated a conversation about 

newspapers and how he determined if the information contained in news stories or books 

were correct: 

I don't like the newspaper because of all of their stories, (pointing to the fu-st 
section) I consider them hearsay. By time they get to us, they are all different. 

The first section of the newspaper is filled whh world and local events. When 

Lalo made this comment, he was pointing to national news stories. He feh that they had 

been changed muhiple times by editors before they arrived in the local paper. He didn't 

accept or possibly understand copyright laws or rights of authorship. He didn't think that 

when a story passed from one source to another h was protected by the author. In 

addition, the issue of proof surfaced here in the form of responsibility of the writer. The 

author of information needed to be accurate where the author of a "story" could use 

elaboration and imagination. Thus Lalo realized the difference between fiction and 

nonfiction and framed h in author responsibility to the reader: 

Well, see it's like h depends if h's a book or a story or something. It could be a 
storybook. It can't be proven. You just gotta think to yourself in your head, like, 
is this a stoty or is this a proven fact. If you know it's a fact h should be right. 

Lalo saw the accuracy of informational wrhing nested in facts that could be 

proven, and h was the responsibility of the author to get the facts right. I asked him about 

younger children and historical wrhing. He saw the solution as supplying age appropriate 

facts that could be expanded upon as the child matures. For example, he stated: 

I think [information for younger children] should [have the same facts as for older 
children] but, you know, every book's like, h should be, like, details more like 
they can understand h but hs still, you know. Details you know [should grow with 
the child]. The reader needs to read h and understand h. 
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The Gift of Reading 

I noticed that Lalo read constantly. As soon as he entered the reading class, he 

picked up a newspaper or a magazine, and began to seriously study its contents. To think 

of Lalo without something to read was a foreign concept. He took time only to greet me 

with his sly grin and then he began browsing. I didn't intermpt him, but I didn't have to. I 

could count on the fact that at some point he would slide an article my dhection and tap 

his finger on h while he made a comment. It appeared that to Lalo, time was wasted if he 

was not reading. Lalo viewed the abiUty to read as easily unappreciated. He feh that text 

was written to be read, especially books. One day I asked him if he considered reading a 

gift and he commented: 

Reading means a lot. We take h for granted. A lot of people take h for granted so 
they don't try to take advantage of reading 'em, but they [books] are there for a 
reason... They usually mean something. 

Later he explained that he feh that h was his responsibiUty to read anything and 

everything he could. If h had been published, h was someone's thoughts that needed to 

be shared or they would not have had the credibility to be published. Lalo's naivete was 

evident. He saw everything printed as "good" writing. 

Reading is for Information and Problem Solving 

As I observed Lalo's reading behaviors, I noted that chaUenges which might 

finstrate other readers were met with Lalo's intemal drive to problem solve text. He 

continually reached for a higher level of reading, gained confidence, and then stretched to 

the next level. He admitted, however, that this approach had limhs. He saw stretching to 

comprehend as a challenge to be conquered, although sometimes he admitted that too big 
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a challenge could be overwhelming. He would persevere, however, rather than give up 

quickly. It appeared that discarding a book was a last resort because Lalo felt that the 

written word was worthy of his attention and part of his responsibility as a reader: 

It's Uke a challenge [if I don't understand something]. It probably be a chaUenge, 
'cause you read a lot but you read a lot of different things, so, like, most of the 
time you read, h's the same thing. Like, you read one book, and you read another 
book right after another, you kinda tty to make a scene, but, if you read something 
different, it'll challenge you. You have to keep reading to understand h. It is, 
kind of fiin. That's part of the challenge of reading to understand the book. 

Under no circumstances did Lalo accept the term "to give up" when I used h in 

reference to discarding uninteresting or too difficult text to understand. He feh that 

"giving up" the stmggle was admitting defeat and that was simply not in Lalo's 

personality. With patience he explained: 

I wouldn't say h's OK to give up, 'cause h'll probably help you to just stick with 
h. Even if you don't, Uke it sometimes you know how you have to read, like, a 
book at school or somethin', and you don't want to read h so you tty to give up, 
but h's better to just read h and scam over h, 'cause somethin' will catch your 
attention. 

Lalo reminded me of a point made by Schoenbach, Greenleaf, Cziko, and Hurwitz 

(1999). Students are not always exposed to high interest text and they need to leam how 

to make their textbooks comprehensible. Lalo's solution was to find something in h that 

appealed to the reader's interest and continue reading. He feh that if the book was boring, 

there would be other books on the same topic if the reader pursued the topic of interest. 

The trick was to not "give up." He fiirther explained how to approach the problem when 

in the library: 

If your library book is boring [or too hard] you stUl look for another book, like, 
you won't know if the book contains your ability unless you read h. You just look 
for another book or that might have the same abiUty- like, break h down a little bh 
if you read h. It's gorma be on the same topic. 
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Lalo saw no problem whh the concept of a readability level. If h was too difficult, 

simply find another book at a lower reading level. This approach was dependent on a 

well-equipped school library. Humphrey et al. (1997) points out that a factor in the 

marginalization of students is that those considered "at-risk" are often subjected to 

boring or outdated materials in their libraries. Finding that altemate book at a lower 

reading level might be difficuh. 

Reading at School is not Connected to Life 

Schroenbach et al. (1999) assert that secondary school textbooks are nehher 

engaging nor weU written. They suggest: 

That is one reason we strongly support the efforts of so many teachers and other 
educators to create carefully designed curricula that incorporate a variety of 
geru-es of writing as well as primaty sources, (p. 9) 

To Lalo, his content area teachers were so content driven that the interesting 

curricula was buried in the drive to meet district goals. Although the teachers mentioned, 

in passing, intriguing subjects to explore, if students wanted to learn more about them, it 

was up to theh- independent efforts. The content was less interesting to Lalo than the 

topics that were mentioned. To cope with the problem, Lalo avidly read whatever 

material was available. 

Although Lalo read to gather information, information seemed to be a side 

benefit. What he emphasized in this study was that he read mostly to escape from feelings 

of boredom. Reading to escape boredom, especially boredom of school, was a recurring 

comment in Lalo's responses. He commented that when a teacher mentioned a topic in 
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the content area subjects that he was interested in, "they bmshed over it" because they 

had to complete their lesson. His solution was to jot down the topic on a piece of paper so 

that he could look h up later at home or at the bookstore. He said he found interesting 

topics in math, science, and histoty. 

When I asked him why he read, Lalo thought for a moment, then said, "I don't 

know. I just... I just always read when I'm bored. I just read to get away from it all" He 

mentioned that when the lessons got boring and his attention began to drift, he began to 

read. In a sense I felt that he read to avoid getting in trouble by sleeping or other off task 

behavior. 

His answer caused me to wonder why he needed to escape and from what. I 

wondered where this discormection from school began. That was an answer he never 

shared, and I never asked about this because I sensed that this was a private area. Lalo 

elaborated a bit, however, on his need to escape from classroom interactions. He shared 

that he felt the need to isolate himself from his peers: 

It's just cause in the class I just... like I just (pause) just get away from everybody 
else. I don't know. I like to be away from evetybody else. I find something, I 
get the newspaper. I'll scan the newspaper and look for something that I want to 
read that I think's interesting- just start readin' h, and I'll scan again, look for 
something else, and go through the whole thing. Cause as I'm doin' that I'm not 
paying attention to nobody else. 

I feh ill-equipped to diagnose this behavior, but I observed h daily when he 

entered the room. I sensed that Lalo came to school to fill a legal obligation rather than 

out of a thfrst for knowledge. Although he was interested in informational text, the focus 

of curriculum in the late elementaty years and above, he did he not seem to enjoy his 

subjects. I wondered if he knew why, so I asked him and he said: 
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What made me get tired of school? Probably when, like, I was, like, at the age 
where the reaUty you're not a little kid no more. They already considered me 
kind of big so they started giving me mles. All kinds mles and regulations. The 
policing pretty much [made me not like school]. 

To Lalo, the policing of school seemed to take on more importance than 

academics. Perhaps he tested the mles or questioned authority and got in trouble. 

Whatever happened, h seemed that he needed to have a voice in contributing to the 

classroom mles and a balanced curriculum where both he and his teachers chose his 

reading materials. He also needed some sense of control over his academic life so he 

could make cormections. 

Although he looked forward to the time he spent in the reading room, he 

"escaped" daily during mini-lessons and class discussions. His presence was difficuh to 

describe. He greeted his peers often with hand gestures and then he escaped in the 

newspaper, catalogue, or class magazine. He concentrated deeply on one article at a time 

until he completed h, and then he advanced to another. He seemed to use the reading 

class as a sanctuary, and as long as he completed his work and behaved appropriately, 

Ms. Woodward gave him the space he needed. It was through the reading class that he 

seemed to make some of the connections he craved in his content area classes and Ms. 

Woodward understood his needs. In turn, he did his assignments and shared with her the 

bits of trivia he gathered from his reading. 

At one point in the semester, I overheard Lalo and Ms. Woodward as they 

discussed the following semester. She asked him if he wanted to take Speech instead of 

her class, but he was definite in his desne to stay in the reading class. In my field notes I 

recorded: 
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Lalo told me he likes this class because it is easy. If he gets out he will have to 
work harder. This is what he has noticed in his other classes. As he has gone from 
higher level classes to lower level classes he has to do less work. I wonder if Lalo 
scores lower on his TAAS test to avoid work. 

At another point he mentioned that his histoty teacher wanted to "move me up to 

a higher level class." Knowing his love of histoty, I asked him if he was interested in 

advancing to a higher and his reply was that he didn't think so. He replied, "Why should I 

do that? They'll just make me do more work. They'll give me harder stuff to do." 

Reading is Reading Aloud 

As the other students read aloud, Lalo used the time to continue reading 

newspaper articles. If he came upon an article of interest he often tapped it with his index 

finger and then slid h across the table to me but he never offered to read publicly not even 

at the table that he and I shared. He did not enjoy being in the spotlight for any reason 

and that included reading aloud. Although Ms. Woodward coaxed him to volunteer for a 

part in the current class play, he always answered "No thanks" and continued to browse 

the Extra magazine that contained the text. The only time he read aloud was when Ms. 

Woodward needed his score for a grade and on those occasions his voice was 

expressionless, quiet, and hurried. He displayed the same behavior when asked to pass 

out folders or papers. "No thanks" was his poUte but determined reply. 

Reading is on the Computer 

Part of Lalo's daily experience in the reading class was participation in a 

computer reading program designed to build comprehension skills. The text was 
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considered high interest informational text on a variety of topics ranging from sports to 

nature to cultural selections. Articles were short and followed by a series of questions 

based on needed reading skills to pass the state standardized tests. This was a graded 

activity and some students enjoyed h, while others procrastinated while completing the 

exercises. In Lalo's definhion of reading, he included reading on the computer. He had 

this to say, "I think [the reading program] is okay, (laugh) I'm pretty much interested; 

probably h's why I do [the lessons]." It was easy to infer that if Lalo was not intrigued by 

the computer program and the topics of the stories, he would have resisted completing the 

program. Actually, he was always ahead of his peers and occasionally Ms. Woodward 

used him as a source of information about their contents. I noticed that Lalo also used the 

computer as a reference source when completing assignments. 

Reading in Other Classes 

Content area teachers often regard reading as an addhional task, and as a result, 

there is a lack of time spent reading in the content area classes. Guthrie et al. (1997) state 

that teachers complain that stmggUng readers often react with negative behavior when 

asked to read in content area classes. I wondered how much time was spent on reading 

during Lalo's classes. 

Because the Uterature suggests there is little time spent on reading in the content 

area classes, I asked Lalo how his content area teachers approached reading and how they 

used the textbooks. Hfis answer confirmed what the Uterattire said: students spent little 

time reading outside then reading class. "All day? Maybe 30 minutes including this one," 

he stated. I asked Lalo how the students spent their time in content area classes, and he 
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indicated that it depended on the class and the teacher. In heahh, they watched videos and 

occasionally read. I asked about his favorite subject, histoty: 

[We don't usually do] a research project, like, in histoty- something I'm interested 
in. I'd probably be happy doing it. [In class we] leam over, like, past events, like 
past incidents. Now we're learnin' about, like, our era, like how it first started— 
humans and stuff. That's all pretty much it. We just learn off the notes and take 
tests not as much reading as we would do in a project. A project would be fiin. 
I'm interested in stuff like that. I like to do that stuff. I think that pretty much 
keeps people interested doing stuff that keeps you busy and more occupied. In a 
project, you use, you use your own time more to leam about h, you know, at your 
own pace, whatever, you can be working on it. 

Allen (2000) found that the teacher read aloud was a successfiil method of 

expanding prior knowledge for stmggUng readers. Not only was h an enriching activity, 

but h served to entertain students and to build a bond between students and teachers. 

Carr et al. (2001) suggest using picture books through read alouds as a way to 

infroduce topics and to motivate students' interest in the subject. I was curious to 

discover if teachers in Lalo's classes continued to read aloud to theh- students. His answer 

suggested a lack of enthusiasm for this activhy because students and teachers found this 

as an activity that best served students in the lower grades: 

I can't think of [books that the teacher could read aloud to us] because I think we 
are past that now. Now you read what you have to on your own time. 

It appeared students seldom practiced reading out of then textbooks or had time 

set aside to read in the content area classes, thus then informational reading skills were 

not being supported. I asked Lalo how much reading occurred in his other classes and he 

commented, "[We only read] in reading [class]." His report supports AlUngton's (1994) 

observation that reading and wrhing activhies occupy on the average, ten per cent of the 

adolescent's school day. 
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Reading as Boring and a Chore 

When Ms. Woodward lectured or when she used guided reading as a large group 

activity, Lalo read ahead independently or tumed to other articles, and yet the teacher 

ignored this behavior. Perhaps this was why Lalo sat at the table rather than whh the 

other students. Surprisingly, he did not see his behavior as off task behavior: 

If [Ms. Woodward's teachin' and I'm bored], I don't pay attention. I actually 
read. I probably do more of that than in paying attention to her reading (laugh). 
She knows I'll go ahead—read ahead of evetybody else—[It] keeps me on task. 
You don't get in trouble if you stay on task... I stay with the task. 

His comments indicated that Lalo considered himself on task as long as he was 

reading and not dismpting the class. Lalo read to escape boredom both at home and at 

school. Stopping him from reading was nearly an impossible task. Wherever his eyes 

landed, he began to read; his attention immediately focused on any nearby text. I noticed, 

however, that when Lalo read, he missed points of instmction in mini-lessons that might 

have served to improve his comprehension. 

Reading at Home 

Many students who are considered at-risk read for entertainment at home. Bintz 

(1993) states that often these students feel that if then teachers are aware that they read at 

home, teacher expectations will increase. Students may be expected, for example, to 

complete more assignments or to read at a higher level. This did not seem to be the case 

whh Lalo, who read whenever he wanted. It was difficuh to imagine him not having a 

reading life in any environment. 
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Lalo mentioned that he often used the topics he heard about at school to read 

about at home, so I knew he enjoyed reading at home. I wondered whether he read more 

at home or at school, so I nudged him into a conversation about his home reading habhs. 

He was eager to supply an answer to my question: 

I read [more at home] probably, like, 20 or 30 minutes like evety other night 
before I go to bed. I just want to read books about religion and stuff [At school] 
they, like, choose what you want to read actually, but I choose it on my own time, 
what I want to read is like my hobby but at school h's ...you're, like, told what to 
read. They, you... like, they got a book or somethin' like a histoty book or 
anything like that, but, like, when I get home I read what I want to read. 

His answer was smug, almost as if to say that the school could dictate what he 

read at school, but h had no confrol over his reading materials at home. By his comments, 

he restated that he loved to read when he was not told what and when to read. 

Reading Must Be Interesting 

Although Lalo found many geru-es interesting, his favorite reading material was 

cradled in his love of histoty. Frager (1993) suggests that histoty text connects to the 

lives of real people from the past. Miller (1998) states that histoty texts make far reaching 

lands and times travel closer to the reader. It was through his interest in reading that Lalo 

could study wars, religions, mventions, societies, and the pattems that were repeated. 

Lalo mentioned his interest in histoty and reading as if they were synonymous. 

When I asked him about his interest in reading histoty, Lalo shared: 

I like histoty a lot. I read. I like to read; I like that. Science is OK. Math I don't 
much. I just do h 'cause I'm there (laugh), ft's interesting the way histoty repeats 
hself I see h back in the day and I read about back in the day and then I look at h 
again... I read about the wars and sttififand most of the time histoty repeats hself 
and I think this-my generation-our generation and I see how histoty repeats hself 
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Lalo enjoyed comparing events of yestetyear to those of the present. He liked to 

look for pattems in human behavior as histoty repeated itself He mentioned that he and 

his friends often discussed events in histoty, ahhough theh interest was not quhe at 

Lalo's level of study. Whh histoty, he wanted advanced levels of reading because he 

found h challenging. He stated: 

It has to be college-like. I read boring histoty stuff", too, but... I read h and h 
doesn't get boring but some books that I read are. Histoty books are about 
everything! [My fiiends don't all enjoy histOty this much] probably 'cause they're 
not "into" h. Like, I'm into wars. I like that kind of stuff 

Lalo mentioned another interest that linked religion whh histoty when he shared 

what he liked to read before he went to sleep at night. It was a gift from his mother, he 

shared: 

I got one book a little book.. .h's about- but, um, I don't know what h's called 
(pausing to think) I think h's, h's just about like... h talks about the beginning— 
h talks about the first vision of̂  from the Virgin Maty. It starts there and it goes to 
like, the, um, the visions that, uh, was named Nosfradamus said sometimes. And it 
talks about the vision of the Anti-Christ... stuff like that, and h talks about 
Napolean and the second one is about Hitler. And it talks about that and h taUcs 
about something else. I hadn't read it in a long time. My mom bought me that 
book. 

When Lalo was interested in what he was reading, he often found distractions 

armoying and would sometimes put his hand over one ear. At other times nothing seemed 

to distract him. If he was not interested in the reading passage, however, distractions were 

especially troublesome: 

If [other students are] talking period, h can distract you, but if h doesn't distract 
you then I guess you concentrate. [I get more distracted in] the moming classes 
[which are] math and science. 

The subjects that he noted were two subjects that he did not enjoy as much as 

histOty and English. It seems that for Lalo, interest in a subject caused him to filter out 
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distracting elements. These subjects took more concentrated effort to build 

comprehension and had less pleasing reading passages to offer, 

Lalo's discussion took another direction when he began connecting media to his 

reading interest. He mentioned that he had been interested in histoty and "war" in 

particular since his elementaty school days. He stated, "[I've always been interested] 

pretty much in movies and war movies. The movie, the movie is what got me interested 

in [reading] the book." He added that his favorite histoty movie was a movie about the 

growth of our countty, and once again made the connection to informational text: "My 

favorite is probably a movie called American Histoty X (Kaye 1998), yeah. Then I just 

started reading books about World War 2. [I found them by] just lookin' around." 

Lalo made a connection between informational texts and media by using movies 

as a means to build prior knowledge and then finding books written on various historical 

topics related to the movie. In some respects, Lalo served as his own tutor when he 

became interested in a topic. At times like those, I was reminded that Guthrie et al. 

(1997) found that engaged readers are intemally motivated. Lalo demonstrated that he 

could research a topic, and build meaning as an independent reader if he was interested in 

his topic. 

At least twice a week the students were requh-ed to read the newspaper (The Free 

Press) during sustained silent reading. Ms. Woodward had a class sponsor who paid for a 

class subscription three mornings per week. The students leamed to show appreciation 

for the subscription by neatly organizing and folding the newspaper at the end of the 

period so the next class could enjoy a neat copy. At the end of the day, copies were 

available to take home if students were interested. Coupons were often clipped with 
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permission and want ads removed because students needed them. I was impressed that 

after third period, the newspapers looked almost as they did during first period. 

Although Lalo browsed the articles, he usually settled into the weightier articles 

that most of his peers bypassed. I was interested in discussing whh Lalo his newspaper 

reading habits. I wondered, for example, if what I observed in the classroom would be 

evidenced when I talked with him since I saw Lalo reading poUtical stories rather than 

the comics and sports articles, all popular choices of his classmates: 

[I read] the poUtical stuff, like, the govemment and stuff [in the newspaper] and 
like... I don't know. I just tty to see how they, what the govemment's doing for 
us. [I read] for our country more than anything else [and I usually don't agree]. 

Lalo had strong poUtical opinions that I suspected he carried from discussions at 

home or with his fiiends, who seemed to see him as an expert on histoty and politics. 

Agreeing v^th the stories in the newspaper seemed out of character for Lalo, especially in 

his role as the philosopher to his peers. 

Although Lalo claimed not to enjoy reading the newspaper, he seemed engrossed 

with h each time he read h. He browsed before selecting an article, and he seemed to 

enjoy this activity as much as he enjoyed reading the articles. When he selected an article 

to read, his concentration was absorbed completely until he read hs entfrety. As soon as 

he fmished reading h, though, he retumed to his browsing activity. I noted in my 

observations that Lalo read the edhorial page, then the letters to the edhor. He chatted 

with the teacher and then rettimed to browsmg the fu-st section. He read a story on a 

bombing suspect and then retumed to browsing. Later, I noted that he read intently 

putting his fist to his mouth, then his hands to his head while he continued to read. 
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Lalo's reasons to read the newspaper reflected authentic reasons to read rather 

than to get attention. His responses included the following: to hear what's going on in the 

govemment, keep up with our chy, hear about wars, see economical changes, see what is 

for sale, look for a job, buy a house, see what's playing in the theaters, see what's 

showing on cable. 

Using Strategies to Gain Information 

Wiles and Bondi (2002) suggest that teachers develop a repertoire of strategies 

with then students. These strategies need to stress interaction with the Intemet, the 

reading passage, and society. When I discussed the subject of strategies whh Lalo, he 

seemed aware of the need for strategies to build meaning as evidenced by his ability to 

describe them. He used terms that he had leamed over the years such as "breaking h 

down" and "reading around h," and when I asked him to explain them, he could teU me 

what they meant and when to use them. Yet his reading test scores did not reflect his 

successfiil employment of those strategies. 

Using Reference Material 

Ms. Woodward's mission whh her students was to prepare them to be 

independent learners. Using reference materials was not only a reading skill, but a life 

skill. Since the students had access to an encyclopedia on the computers and dictionaries 

tticked under then desks, help was available. The challenge for sttidents was to leam 

when to use these sources, or when to rely on context clues and prior knowledge. I 

noticed that students used reference materials regulariy as the semester progressed. For 
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example, I often saw Lalo referting to a word or a concept independent of classroom 

assignments. He seemed to see this as expected behavior and as a personal responsibility. 

As he explained, "Sometimes 1 look it up on my own, pretty much. You have to do a lot 

of stuff on your own. People can't, like, help you so if you read. You have to put in the 

effort." I saw this as a step toward independent reading. It was also answering a need to 

take confrol of his academics and have a voice in choosing what he read. 

I noted that Lalo did not limit his quest for information and definhions to the 

dictionaty. Over the semester, Lalo demonstrated the knowledge of when to seek 

information from the dictionaty as opposed to the encyclopedia. Once, when he needed to 

describe the Vietnam Memorial for a vocabulaty entty in his journal, he whispered to me 

that it would not be easily found in the dictionaty, but could be accessed in the 

encyclopedia. He also noted that the classroom had no encyclopedia but there was one on 

the computer. Then, in case I needed the knowledge, he told me how to use the computer 

encyclopedia when problem solving questions on a worksheet: 

If you put h in, like, encyclopedia or something, you can go to, like, Hnoshima. 
If nobody reaUy knows about Hiroshima you say war, World War, or something. 
It's a big, h's a big thing and h's known for the bombing, and you just go to, like, 
Hfroshima... Yeah—break it down. 

Here again, Lalo referred to his generic term for sfrategies. He problem solved 

text by breaking the problem down mto smaller pieces of information that weren't so 

overwhelming. It was interesting that he described h in term of cognhive links much like 

the links in a computer program. 
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Activating prior Knowledge 

To build comprehension, students should be encouraged to activate prior 

knowledge. Carr and Thompson (1996) state that students can better answer inferential 

questions if they can activate prior knowledge. Prior knowledge can also bridge the gap 

between current knowledge and new information, a valuable skill for adolescents who are 

trying to make sense of informational texts. 

In Lalo's case, he supplied new knowledge for his friends after he read an 

informational book. This then became a source of knowledge for them. For example, in 

response to an informational picture book, Lalo shared that he often took the lead in 

getting his fiiends interested in reading: 

[My fiiends] don't like to read unless I tell them to read this but then they want to 
kind of know what it's about first, but they'll read until h catches. [I have to] get 
them hooked on it. 

When Lalo described his relationship whh his friends, h was as if he assumed the 

role of teacher. He directed them to read so that they could share a common ground in 

discussions. He told them how to get interested in a book by reading through a passage 

until h captured then interests. It appeared that Lalo taught them some strategies to cope 

in the classroom. Perhaps it was because he was older than his peers that he became their 

teacher, or maybe h was because they tmsted him more than the aduhs in their lives. 

Lalo enjoyed "thinking in my head" when he came across a difficuh passage. This 

method of problem solving text, accordmg to Rumelhart (1975), is a matter of activating 

prior knowledge from muhiple sources such as the home environment, the culture, or 

academics. Lalo referred to a strategy called "Breaking ft Down," a term that I did not 

understand. As he explained what he meant, I decided that he was referring to prior 
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knowledge. He seemed to also use it for "context clues" from time to time. This doesn't 

seem too absfract upon examination, because we activate prior knowledge to make use of 

context clues. Lalo gave the following explanation: 

I probably, if there's something I can't understand I just- when I don't understand, 
I just go in my head and, like, tty to fill it in to what I, what I know [and] to what 
I understand. [I] break h down. If h didn't work, then I don't know what I'd do. 

Lalo saw "Breaking It Down" as his only solution, indicating that he wasn't aware 

of the large number of ways to problem solve text. I found this disturbing and sensed that 

he used muhiple sfrategies but was not aware of them. Later he referred to activating 

prior knowledge a bit differently: 

I like, see what h's involved with. What it's involved with or what is Hhoshima? 
If h's a city or somethin', then look up city of Hfroshima. Just break h up. Like, 
one little thing and it grows bigger into somethin' else but if I can get a little 
piece. Like the puzzle. 

I was not surprised when I discovered that Lalo employed a strategy of accessing 

prior knowledge. He used context clues and prior knowledge in harmony. He told me that 

he Uked to encounter problems because the solutions were entertaining. This outlook was 

healthy and motivating. It encouraged Lalo's engagement whh text, which would help 

him build comprehension. 

Using Context Clues 

Lalo used a term for a context clue strategy I heard muhiple times over the 

semester: "reading around h." When I asked the teacher about this term, she said that h 

was commonly used in elementaty classrooms but at this level students were encouraged 

to look things up in the dictionaty because that would be stressed on the standardized test. 
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Lalo, however, seemed to enjoy using context clues to build meaning, and compared this 

activity to solving a puzzle; 

If you don't know, something the best thing to do is just read around it and think, 
like, 'what does it infer' what you think it is whatever you think, like a puzzle 
you're thinking. You have to think what it is and you tty to fit h there as you're 
reading, and you go along reading and sometimes it fits and sometimes it doesn't. 
If h doesn't, then I don't know. 

Lalo's use of context clues contributed to his vocabulaty base knowledge and 

enabled him to master long passages without stopping to look up words in the dictionaty. 

He absorbed concepts by using context clues as well as building his word bank. 

Using Worksheets 

Allington (1994) says that students who score lower on standardized tests receive 

insufficient literacy instmction and support to meet theh academic potential. The 

traditional approach to meeting the needs of stmggUng readers is to assign more 

worksheets under the misconception that doing more of the same will overcome reading 

barriers. Gadsen (2000) states such defich models of literacy, or those models that 

emphasize weaknesses rather than celebrating the readers' strengths, are designed to 

support advantaged children who enjoy completing worksheets and participating in drill 

and skill activities. 

I observed Lalo as he worked on assignments, and I noticed that he approached 

worksheets with an evident lack of interest. He saw no real value in them. If I suggested 

that he look at the punctuation or the wording of his answers to open-ended questions, he 

would glance over h making a few changes but leaving other problems uncorrected, as if 

he just didn't care. I noticed that he scored the lowest on multiple choice papers, the 
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format of standardized tests, and I wondered if this was the reason for his poor score on 

formal tests. His computer test scores, however, were high. 

On worksheets that required short answers Lalo usually scored in the 80 to the 

100 percentile range. One day, Ms. Woodward conferred with Lalo regarding his low 

scores on his worksheets, but there was no improvement. The class had been studying 

predictions. Lalo, I noted, read over his paper as he worked at the teacher's desk. Lalo's 

written work on worksheets didn't reflect his oral and free wrhing ability. 

Sometimes he appeared to use worksheets as a platform for shock value. One 

example was a worksheet where he answered various questions as if he was ttying to get 

the attention of the teacher: 

List some ways you could help those around you feel more comfortable: Pick on 

other people with them. 
Write the name of a person you will help today to feel accepted. Be specific about 
what you think you could do that would help them: Beezlebub; make him more 
known. 

I feh that to Lalo, worksheets were a joke, meant to be filled in and collected to 

fiilfill assignment requnements. The newspaper, however, was about constantly changing 

events in society. Newspapers had relevance because they kept readers informed of 

events that afferted thefr daily lives. For that reason, Lalo appreciated newspapers more. 

Responsive Writing 

Students in the remedial reading room kept a response journal to monitor 

summarization skills. Joumal wrhing, according to Coley and Hoffman (1990), aUows 

StmggUng reading students self-expression while also serving as a means to monhor 

academic growth. Students were encouraged to end some reading periods by writing in 
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theh joumals. Occasionally they were encouraged to write a reflective response and 

sometimes students tucked creative writing pieces in their joumals. 

Lalo wrote in his joumal on assigned days, usually choosing to write a summaty 

foUowed by personal comments. His journal responses were often unsettling but reflected 

what he read. They were frequently graphic and unedhed: 

Emeniem was booed at the UMAs because he was talking crap about someone 
and trying to sound tough, let him come to my block and taUc crap, Emeniem is 
afready old, he has nothing to rap about so he tried to sound cool by talking crap 
about people. (8-30) 

Lalo seldom mentioned pop culture but by this entty showed that he was aware of 

the entertainment world and was critical of one singer's behavior. In Lalo's world there 

was a code of respect, protection, and behavior. He judged others by this code. 

As mentioned, Lalo read about poUtical and current events on a daily basis. He 

was often critical of the political system and hs leaders. For example, he had this to say 

about the terrorism and our govemment: 

Bush prepares to honor people of terror attacks, but in my opinion he doesn't even 
care about this terror attack thing, he's just leading this countty on by saying and 
giving speeches about how sony he feels and about how much liberty and 
freedom we will have, (no date) 

President Bush made a speech about fraq making nuclear weapons. The United 
Nations say Saddam made a pledge to stop making weapons. In my opinion, he 
can do what the #? $ he wants. Unhed States and Russia are building bombs and 
other counttys aren't messing with them, I don't see why they point the finger at 
Saddam for having bombs he's not the only one with them, (no date) 

He didn't feel the United States was doing anything vety different than what was 

happening in fraq. Although he did not support the actions of fraq, he feh that we were 

not totally innocent. By the end of the semester, Lalo did have a healthy fear of the 

potential of the weapons of fraq, which was reflected in this entty: 
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Iraq can make chemical weapons that penetrate U. S. protective gear. A dusty 
chemical that is vety small and can seap through protective U. S. gear if dusty 
chemicals are coated with poisons it can be vety deadly. I don't know how we 
could avoid a chemical weapon like that, lets hope that it kills us fast. (Dec.) 

Lalo showed awareness of the potential for destmction that fraq seemingly 

possessed. He saw fiitility of escape from such an attack. Lalo reflected on September 

11* whh a strategic analysis of the attack. He saw the intelligence behind the attack and 

equated h to genius. In his second reflection of September 11'*', Lalo pointed out that m 

other countries the United States is looked upon negatively. His entries reflected 

awareness of world issues: 

I'm glad [today is] September 11. Yesterday I saw a reanactment of the attacks 
and my god h was sheer genius. You have to be a smart ... to plan an attak so big 
in the countty. You attack with the countries own planes. And lose only a couple 
of the soldiers in your army. Asama binLaden is from Saudi Arabia and might 
have been taught militaty strategies by our own government. Ha! (9-11) 

We'll never forget one year later. Sept 11, 2002. The Pakistan maUtia has a rally 
basically pointmg and laughing at Americans in other words telling us we brought 
September 11 upon ourselfs. With a sign in front picture saying "Americans think 
why you are hated allover the world." Its basically cause were Greedy and vety 
scandalous. (9-17) 

Although Lalo pomted to the intelligence behind the tragedy, he did not mention 

support of the attack. Lalo reported the facts as he saw them. It was important to him to 

point out that as patriotic as Americans might be, there are other sides of this issue. 

Lalo also read local articles from time to time and summarized them in his 

joumal: 

A 36 year old man was charged with indecency off a child, which basically means 
he got freaky peaky with some nasty chick. [Teacher commented on this entty by 
admonishing Lalo]. (9-06) 

This man was put to death for killing and raping a 10 year old gfrl he was tmly an 
evil man but to me that was cool he was about to be killed when he looked at [t]he 
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glass to his friend and family & that was an official fiilly. Yea! They found the 
girl 55 miles away in a creek Face down whh a rope around her hands and neck. 
Dead! (10-02) 

This first entty was made at the beginning of the semester, and Ms. Woodward 

took issue with what was written and talked to Lalo. A month later Lalo read an article 

that many students had read and documented in theh joumals. He did not condone the 

murder, but he seemed to find the final action of the murderer entertaining somehow. 

In another group of entries, Lalo commented on the firearms he found in 

catalogues and hunting magazines. He estimated the costs of owning firearms, and 

reported the cost in his joumal. He also showed awareness of what he could do whh guns 

and ammunition. He seemed surprised at the availabilhy of both hems, seeing them as 

affordable: 

The cost of firearms are really cheap. I wouldn't doubt h if I planed to get a 
couple of AKs and some handguns, the monthly payment on a rifle could range 
from about 30 to about 60 doUars. (9-10) 

I read about some powerfiil long range black powder rifles and looked at a 
buetifiil cold .45 Pistol the Rifle I read about was smooth. If I had a rifle like that 
who knows what would be left alive by the time I ran out of ammo. (11-19) 

At times, Lalo browsed magazines and catalogues as if he was shopping for 

himself or his family. Two examples of this were: 

East bay magazine, nice ass clothes, cheap and most of them are blue and black. 
Sweaters are Uke 30 and 40 dollars shoes are like $50. (10-17) 

I read about the two way taUc radios they are tight my brother has one and we 
waUc around cussin other people out with the radio, fts like a walkie taUcie that 
goes farther, like 1 or 2 miles farther. (10-21) 

Lalo reported how he and his brother used two-way radios in then neighborhood. 

As an adolescent considered at-risk, Lalo reminded me that his culture and mine were 
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different. In addition, he was a teenager with an influential older brother and what he did 

at home was far different than the behavior he exhibited at school. 

Using Computers to Gain Information 

It is necessaty, according to Wiles and Bondi (2002), for teachers to recognize the 

need to integrate the curriculum whh computer Uteracy. Although there was occasionally 

time available in the reading program for research on the Intemet or response wrhing, 

much of the time spent at the computer involved participation in the district-approved 

remedial reading tutorial program. Evety student was required to complete three 

selections each week. 

Lalo scored high on his computer tests, and he moved through the informational 

passages more rapidly than his classmates. Ms. Woodward found h necessaty to prompt 

him to take his turn, however. I asked him about his participation in the program and if 

he found the informational text interesting. He replied: 

If I wasn't interested m the stories [on the computer], I probably wouldn't go as 
fast and not as good. I remember them from the first time. Just the ones I'm 
interested in. 

Lalo indicated that if the stories connected to his interests, he not only found them 

easier to complete, but also easier to remember. At another time he commented on 

completing a passage that did not cormect to his interests. He knew the course requfred 

completion of the lessons in the program. He told me that he did the assignments, but his 

attention was not at hs best if the passages weren't interesting. "[If I am not interested] I 

still do it, but I probably won't pay much attention as I would if I was interested." 
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Lalo's sense of humor surfaced throughout the semester as a quiet, intelligent, but 

never mocking humor. Since he had completed more stories on the computer than his 

peers, he knew the contents of many articles. The thles were not indicative of the articles' 

contents, so he and his classmates had to guess the topic when they chose an article. The 

teacher asked him one day to tell the class what the article enthled "Killer Weed" was 

about. Lalo mentioned marijuana, but a classmate argued that is was about a weed that 

grew on the ocean floor. Lalo smiled his sly smile and shook his head, knowing the 

information was indeed about the dmg. I wondered if he smiled because the students 

were predicting incorrectly, or because he thought the students were trying to trick Ms. 

Woodward. 

Lalo was rewarded for good work by earning free time on the computer. He 

seemed to enjoy the opportunity to explore topics at his leisure, much like he browsed the 

newspaper for interesting articles during sustained silent reading. This was a time that he 

feh he eamed, and in return, I noticed he seemed to spend longer on his assignments 

following this free time. I ask him if he would work harder if there were more computer 

assignments or other mteresting work in his classes. He answered, "Maybe, yeah, 

maybe." He waUced away toward his assigned computer to browse at his leisure. 

Rereading to BuUd Meaning 

A goal of the reading program at Lalo's school was to equip sttidents with 

strategies they could apply to passages they found on standardized tests. The strategy of 

rereading was stressed during the months of October and November. Success on the 

computer reading program, for example, required sttidents to reread. They could not keep 
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a high score if they did not reread. I noticed that Lalo did not mention rereading as a 

primaty strategy for building meaning, ahhough the teacher spent many mini-lessons on 

hs importance for passing tests. Although he may not have been able to name the 

strategy, Lalo hinted that when he read on his own he employed a form of rereading. He 

commented that when his attention drifted so did his comprehension. He told me, 

"Sometimes I read and hardly even remember what I read, so I read h again and then I 

think." It was interesting that Lalo realized that he needed to reread to reclaim the 

information lost when his attention drifted. This is a form of self-monitoring stressed in 

sfrategic reading (Atwell, 1998). 

At times, however, the thought of rereading seemed threatening to Lalo. For 

example, in mid-November I asked Lalo if he reread and he shook his head "no." I asked 

him why. He stated that he had to read rapidly. "I have to keep h in my head. I have to 

keep h all in here (pointing to his head). I'U forget the stoty if I do." 

Later, I asked Lalo if he ever reread. I pointed to the newspaper that was opened 

to the advertismg section. "Not for stuff like this," was his reply. I asked if he used the 

strategy if he was reading for himself "Yeah, then. To get information, if h's interesting 

to me. Sometimes you know more if you look at h again. But not for this sttifif" I asked 

him why he didn't reread on the computer and he told me that the stories weren't that 

interesting. 

At first h seemed that Lalo was contradicting himself by saying that he reread and 

then that he didn't. When I revished what he said, though, I understood that when he was 

reading on the computer, he was concentrating on speed as well as accuracy and 

rereading probably caused too much pressure for him. On the other hand, he reread when 
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he was interested in gathering additional information and when the text was ehher a 

higher level or technical. He found no need to reread the newspaper advertisements, 

because the level was either lower or wasn't that interesting. Clearly, for Lalo to reread, 

the text had to be interesting and connected to his life. 

Visualization 

When students engage with a passage they can see themselves in the passages or 

they see a scene as if viewing a movie. This abilhy helps them picture the setting and 

details of the passage, and in turn, build comprehension. Some students mention then 

visualization experiences with vividness that includes color and smells. 

Lalo had a natural interest in art and pictures so I didn't find it surprising that he 

visualized when he read. He referred to this skill as seeing pictures in his head that helped 

him read. In fact, visualization was necessaty for Lalo. He explained: 

If I'm reading, as I'm reading I think about h in my head. I'm thinking about h. 
Like I picture in my head of h, but when I don't, when I'm not picturing anything, 
that's when I think I'm not reading. When you're not thinking about what you're 
reading, that's when you're not even there. 

For Lalo to enjoy and to remember a passage, he had to actively visualize the 

information. He used visualization when he predicted what was going to happen in a 

passage. When he was incorrect, he appeared to accept the fact simply as discovering 

what actually happened. He told me, "When I read I vision in my head what's going on 

ahead of time. I vision you know. [If you are wrong], then you know what goes on. What 

really happens." I inferred that when the prediction changed so did the visualization, ft 

was aU a composition, like the art that Lalo enjoyed and understood. 
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Asking the Author behind the Text 

One of Rosenblatt's (1938, 1994) assertions is that readers question the text or the 

author behind the text as they read. Since Lalo was such an avid reader, I wondered how 

he questioned the author as he read informational text of high interest. So, I asked him 

about this concept. His answer surprised me: 

I believe if you, if you're really into the reading [you ask the author questions] in 
your head sometimes. [If you disagree with what you have read] you should just, 
you just think to yourself, like, 'is this right?' or like you just think if h was 
wrong, you know, h shouldn't be in the books or something. I don't know. Like 
I, like you (inaudible) hear stuff and then you read, like, about it in books and 
you know the book is right, but in your head you think h's wrong you just think, 
you know, since its in books h has to be right or something. 

From what Lalo shared, I saw that he did question the author, but if what the 

author said differed from what he had studied or knew to be tme, he had a problem. In 

Lalo's mind if h was published in a book, then it was tme. If h was not tme then it should 

not have been published. His view appeared naive and tmstmg of authors and was stUl 

evolving. Perhaps, he didn't believe enough in himself or his own prior knowledge to 

disagree. Perhaps, he had authors on a pedestal of perfection. 

Thinking Aloud and Transacting with Informational Text 

When I asked Lalo to participate in a "think aloud," h did not surprise me that he 

chose the book A World of Imagination (Atkinson & Hodge, 1992) because h is a high 

interest text and is filled whh a variety of illustrations and diagrams. I wanted to hear 

what he thought as he read because I suspected that he connected to his interests and prior 

knowledge more than was evidenced in his schoolwork. I have inserted my observations 

as he progressed through the section on Picasso: 
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Artists and imagination. Artists use their imaginations to visualize their work and 
their talents to produce it. The most famous artists have been people who use their 
imagination to find original ways of expressing their thoughts and emotions. They 
develop their own styles instead of following the fashions of their time. (p.20) 

Um, it said they use their imagination, just like, that they, that they develop their 
own styles and somethin' crazy, something out, out their own minds. 

Lalo summarized what he read by touching on the facts and extending h a bh whh 

his own interpretation with words like "crazy" and "out theh minds." Then he mentioned 

visualization differently than he had formerly described h: "[I see] words [in my head]." 

He mentioned that he visualized in pictures. Here he mentioned visualizing the 

words themselves as what he saw them on the page. I wondered if this was a first step to 

seeing the pictures he mentioned previously. Then he told me why he chose the book. "[I 

chose this book] 'cause I like art. Cause I like to draw." 

Lalo shared that he chose the book because of his personal interest in art. He had 

been drav^dng since he was a smaU child. As he browsed through the stacks of books I 

had available, he keyed in to the artist section of one book and made a life connection: 

Some artists', some artists' unique styles developed because of the events around 
them. For example, by the early 20* centmy, the photography was beginning to 
replace drawing as a way of life. This type of artist such as Pablo Picasso and 
Salvador Dali to give painting a new tv^st -to illustrate what was going on inside 
then heads. The paintings reproduced reality through the fiher of then minds. (21) 

Lalo began to visualize in pictures at this point. He described the scene at this 

time by saying; "[I see] two guys painting something, something crazy, I don't know. 

[I've heard of] Picasso. I don't know [what though]. " 

I think Lalo's visualization was influenced by the picttire clues he acquired when 

he glanced at the painting on the adjoming page and saw the cubism. This prompted his 

own picture to emerge in his brain. It was interesting to see him activate prior knowledge. 
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He had browsed through a book on Picasso earlier in the semester, and a student read part 

of h aloud in front of the class. Later, Lalo completed a TAKS worksheet on Picasso and 

wrote, 'I just know, like, he was just an artist and he was real popular until he painted-

until he died he self painted " 

His summaty included facts from his previous encounters with text about Picasso, 

although he did not specifically remember the reading assignment. Then he questioned 

the text by wondering, "It just, like, why they used theh own style to the events around 

them, (laugh)" 

After asking the question of what prompted the artists to develop their ovra style, 

he theorized; "[It's going to tell about] Uh, one of the guys'paintings, how they started 

painting, 'cause I saw it. " 

His theoty actually stated the information contained in the paragraph that 

foUowed. This comment demonstrated to me that he glanced ahead and scanned as he 

read. The title and the headings were not specific to the text so he did not "see" helpfiil 

information there. Lalo conthiued to read: 

Picasso's artistic talent was noticed by the time he was 9 years old. Through his 
work, he revealed the different phases of his thoughts and moods during his life. 
The paintings of his "blue period," for example, reflected themes of sadness and 
hopelessness. He had let his emotions play on his imagination which he then 
tumed into art. Many of Picasso's paintings show people and scenes that look 
distorted and out of perspective. (p.21) 

He was, like, sad or, like, depressed He had depressing times when he painted 
the blue period. Brighter colors seem more happy. This one's more like out there 
(inaudible) 
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Lalo's comment came from the previous lessons on Picasso that mentioned 

Picasso's depression and color periods. Lalo was activating knowledge from two months 

prior to the think aloud activity. 

Lalo added his feelings of mood and color. He found the combination of cubism, 

and the colors of orange, red, green and yellow almost beyond comprehension. He 

continued to read: 

They are in the style of the painting style called cubism where the artist shows 
many different angles of a scene mixed together in one picture. It is up to the 
people looking at the picture to identify the different shapes and put the scene 
back together in their minds. This was.. .this was a new idea at the time and many 
people didn't like h. Others praised his work saying h revealed things about his 
imagination and mind, (laughs and points to the picture). (p.21) 

Lalo's engagement with the text was highlighted by his viewing the picture, then 

laughing and pointing to the picture. He critiqued the Ulustration by labeling h as crazy: 

"The art—crazy art [is interesting]. Like art is [seen in] much different ways for some 

people but not other people." Lalo found the art interesting and appealing to his personal 

taste. His love of art added a personal interest to this passage. It allowed him to bring his 

own ideas to the text. 

Lalo demonstrated that he activated prior knowledge although he may not have 

been consciously aware of it. He used strategies such as prediction based on clues from 

text, and showed that he could summarize what he read if he was interested in the topic. 

Surprisingly, he mentioned seeing words in his head as he read rather than seeing pictures 

at first. Then he visuaUzed in pictures or scenes. Lalo showed that he used strategies to 

problem solve or elaborate text, but those sfrategies may have gone unrecognized. 
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Making Connections with Text 

Exploring Lalo's observational skills of other students' reading behaviors allowed 

me to compare my own observations with what he shared in conversations at the table 

and in interviews. He commented that if the reader was connected to text through 

personal interest distractions could be ignored. Lalo related the experience to his own 

reading habhs by sharing that when this happened to him, he didn't hear those around 

him when he was engaged with a text: 

If they are interested they just don't hear anybody. They don't hear nothin' else, 
just then reading in their head. Like, some people hear other people talkin' and 
they get disfracted, but, like, sometimes if they're (inaudible remainder of 
response). They really don't even move. [They] probably just... sh there 
concentrating. Like I don't even hear Ms. Woodward. 

The Good Reader 

I asked Lalo to describe a good reader as a prelude to asking how he defined 

himself He realized that good readers have problems with comprehension from time to 

time and he saw this as a challenge. He didn't identify himself as a good reader, and a 

belief system based on weaknesses rather than strengths, seemed to affect his reflection: 

[A good reader] has a lot of imagination. 'Cause some people just read to get 
away from you.. .to find thefr imagination. 'Cause evetybody's got an 
imagination, just not evetybody uses it. Everybody has challenges. Evetybody 
will have a challenge in somethin'... 

Lalo's description of using reading as an escape in a search for imagination was 

the opposite of the view of stmggUng readers ttying to escape reading. It was refreshing 

to hear Lalo describe reading as a method of unleashing the imagination. His comment 

that evetyone has chaUenges was, I feh, meant to comfort readers who stmggled with 
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reading. Rather than perceive reading as a problem, I inferred that Lalo's message was to 

view h as a challenge. 

Rating Selfas a Reader 

I asked Lalo to rate himself as a reader on a scale of one to ten. For stmggUng 

readers to progress, they need to see themselves as capable and successfiil (Coley & 

Hoffman, 1990). I feh that by asking Lalo to rate himself as a reader I was not only 

testing his self-esteem, but I was seeing how effective he feh his strategies for problem 

solving text worked for him. He explained: 

[I rate myself] probably about 6.1 don't consider myself a good reader. I don't 
know why but I read somethin I don't know and it's Uke too challenging or 
anything Uke that it can put you away from reading. I'm not really a poor reader, I 
don't think, but I'm not really an excellent reader 'cause an excellent reader you 
can, you can, like, pretty much be interested most of the time. And I can't except 
when I feel like it—just when I feel Uke reading I'll read and be interested and 
stuff I still readjust when I want to. Not always. Ican't always just read. 

Lalo's definhion of himself was interesting. He spent so much time reading, yet 

he saw himself only as a six on a scale of one to ten. His reasoning was thorough. He 

admitted that some texts he chose to read were too challenging and sometimes if they 

were too chaUenging the stmggle was too intense. When that happened, he feh distanced 

from the text and his self-esteem suffered. This told me that text too challenging tmly 

posed a stumbling block, and students needed support to overcome this defich view of 

themselves rather than from a place of reading strength. This also told me that Lalo 

became his own enemy when the text was too challenging. 

Lalo admitted that he suffered from losing interest and I inferred that when this 

happened, he often ceased trying. During the time of this study, Lalo read only when he 
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was interested in the topic and, by his own standards, limited himself to the midpoint on 

the reading scale. From my observations of Lalo as a reader, 1 would have rated him 

higher than he rated himself 

Life Connections 

Students who feel connected to school tend to stay in school because they see a 

purpose. By seeing themselves as successfiil (Coley & Hoffman, 1990), by having 

opportunities for social discourse during the school day (Vygotsky, 1978), and by being 

able to connect home culture to the school environment (Richard-Amato, 1996) perhaps 

students can make that vital cormection. 

In a sense, Lalo found a cormection between school and his personal life, but it 

was a connection that Lalo forged, not the school: 

I use the school as a source, sometimes, to get, like, what I want to read about at 
home. Like, I hear something at school or I hear something in class. It's kind of 
like a source. 

Lalo explained that he spent time at home reading about the topics he found 

mteresting but did not have time to pursue at school. Although he didn't mention 

researching on the computer in this quest for knowledge, he did mention watching 

movies that augmented his knowledge of history, his favorite subject, and choosing books 

at a bookstore on topics that he heard about at school. In this way, he seemed to share his 

knowledge whh his mother, a relationship of mutual support. Pallas, Natriello, and 

McDill (1988) che matemal influence as a factor in predicting at-risk behaviors. In this 

case, Lalo's mother was supportive of Lalo's reading interests and Lalo spoke of her with 

pride. One moming, he explained the reading interests they shared: 
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[My mom] knows I like war books. I'll tell her about h and, like, I'll show her 
the book. I'll show her stuff. Like, I don't know. Cause I like bands that... I like 
music and they like a certain religion or something but they live in America they 
aren't somewhere way off and I'll show my mom the flag cause in the video h 
shows the flag and I was looking at their flag (inaudible). 

From his description, his mother was pivotal in maintaining his reading interests. 

She took him to a local bookstore on a regular basis. They browsed through tables and 

shelves of books of special interest. His worid was expanded by these trips where he 

leamed about musical groups, religions, and histoty. In this way, Lalo made life 

connections and buih prior knowledge through those connections. 

School Cormections 

Since students read the newspaper each week, the articles sometimes reflected Ufe 

at school. Over the semester, there were stories of local sports figures who had been 

former students at the high school, a failed school bond that would have remodeled the 

schools, and the death of a coach at one of the school's ball games. 

Lalo also found news stories that affected school life. For example, there was an 

article in the local newspaper regarding a possible change in the district school sports 

poUcy. Students could be requfred to pay to play sports. Lalo whispered his opinion to me 

of favoring paying to play: "Students should pay to play, and they should work to pay for 

it!" He had a strong sense of earning his own way in life. 

When Lalo found such stories, he shared his thoughts whh Ms. Woodward or he 

mentioned them to his peers before moving on to other material. When his family lost the 

student handbook, he borrowed a copy from his teacher and reread parts because his 

mother requested that he review the security policy. 
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Connecting to the Format 

At the end of the semester I placed the stack of informational picture books on the 

table that Lalo and I shared and I asked him to spend his sustained silent reading time 

examining them. He looked through the stack, finally settling on Greece (Supples, 

2002a). He surveyed the book by studying the details in the pictures, scanning the article 

on architecture and then reading an inset article. When he found a battle scene, he read it 

before continuing to a section on Roman fighters. Then he referred to the contributors' 

page and began to browse backward through the book. When he had finished I asked him 

what he liked about he book and he comment that he enjoyed the color and the 

photography as well as the boxed articles "where the people's writing is." It was evident 

that Lalo engaged v^th the text, and I asked him after he finished reading h how he liked 

the format and the information. He said he liked the boxed articles where the people's 

writing was presented. 

Tactile-Kinesthetic Connections 

When Lalo connected to something he read, he tended to display kinesthetic 

activity. One faU moming there was an article on the alarming problems with fraq. Lalo 

chose to read the article as well as write his joumal response on h. As Lalo read the 

article he smiled, glanced around, twnled his dreadlocks, and tapped his left foot then his 

right foot on the floor. He shook the newspaper sUghtly, and then continued to read, 

pausing from time to time, to glance around the room. He began to read another stoty on 

Al Qaeda, holding the paper close to his face and pretending to read. Lalo read articles 

with great intensity until he reached a saturation point or a point of discomfort, at which 
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time he brought the material close to his face to shield him from the searching eyes of 

Ms. Woodward. 

Cormecting to Reality in Text 

During the last week of classes in December, I reflected in my notebook that Lalo 

seemed hungty for authentic text. I wondered if he read biographies. I knew he enjoyed 

histoty, and that he had been reading an informational picture book that I supplied 

enthled Our New Life in America (Thompson, 2002), which was filled with photographs, 

supplemental text, and joumal entries of immigrants during the late 1800s. I asked him if 

he enjoyed reading the book and he nodded his head "yes." I asked why, and he pointed 

to a picture of a twelve-year old boy age in a sweatshop. "Because h is real You see the 

person and that is what the person says. It's real.. .that is what makes h good." I asked 

which he would choose if he had a choice to read the newspaper, a magazine, or books 

like these for SSR. He thought for a moment and replied, "These (taps the book) because 

they are about real people, stuff that really happened." Lalo was hungty for authentic text 

and I made a note to talk to him about the power of biographies. With his interest in 

histoty, would be a perfect match of interests. 

Advice for Teachers 

After the many hours Lalo and I spent together over the semester, I thought he 

would be ready to fill the pages of this sttidy with suggestions for helping the stmggUng 

reader. I found, however, that I had to coax the information from him and change my 

approach several times. In the past, when we shared a table in reading class, he eageriy 
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shared his opinions on many topics. 1 wondered if his reticence was a self-esteem issue. If 

he did not see himself as a good reader, did he feel he had little to share with others who 

stmggled? I kept ttying each time we met to discuss the issue and Lalo finally responded: 

If the student has much trouble- the teacher should let the student pick the kind of 
books cause only the student knows what they're capable of reading - what they 
want to read so they can keep up at their own pace and stuff You can help them 
to progress and watch them read the books. 

This was all he could think of, so the next time we met I asked, and he replied: 

[If someone is having trouble reading] show 'em where the source is. If I was 
reading a book and somebody told me, like, don't read the book, read something 
else.. read another book for more information about it. I'd say where? And tty to 
find other sources. 

I found Lalo was much more comfortable discussing strategies that teachers used 

to help StmggUng students. He needed a context outside of himself because, ahhough he 

knew he had a message for others, Lalo did not like to brag about himself He needed 

others to observe him, and then come to their own conclusions. He did not consider 

himself an expert at anything and I suspected in his heart he was unsure. He could judge 

the govemment and society in general; his family gave him a blueprint for that in 

conversations at home. But his message here was different and uncharted. He knew he 

had been retained, but I'm not sure he knew why. He wanted vety much to participate in 

the study and to have his message heard. Because I had told him his message was 

important, he wanted my guidance in finding h. I approached the subject by using his 

present reading teacher as a touchstone. I asked him a question about the effectiveness of 

the strategies Ms. Woodward used to help him increase understanding in reading 

informational text. He broached the subject slowly and softly but with honesty: 
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After we read, you know, Ms. Woodward always gives us something, something 
to write-to keep the reading in our minds... Like something to write, like a 
question in our minds. 

I was amazed that this was the first strategy that came to his mind. There were so 

many others that were sfressed on a daily basis, and I had observed this one only a few 

times over the semester. But to Lalo, this strategy stood foremost in his mind as the most 

helpfiil to other stmggUng students. It gave at-risk students a frame in which to focus 

then thoughts. It was a main idea concept from a maze of many strategies. In reflection, I 

could see why Lalo was atfracted to this type of assignment. It was like a frame around a 

blank canvas, a canvas on which he could express his thoughts without the confines 

found on worksheets where there was only one possible correct answer. Lalo liked higher 

level thinking worksheets and joumal prompts that expected students to explore thoughts 

and possibilhies through elaboration and explanation. Lalo continued to think and the 

theme of self-selection of reading materials surfaced: 

She pretty much gives us the choice what you want to read. She says like... we 
read, like an article or several articles to choose from... you're given a newspaper 
but you're still given a choice. 

When I fu-st encountered Ms. Woodward's concept of free choice in reading 

materials, I did not see h as a choice. Students read the newspaper on newspaper days and 

that was all that was offered. I had heard other sttidents, however, mention this as a free 

choice, too. The newspaper served as a format where muhiple selections were available. 

Ms. Woodward did not judge what her students chose, but they did need to read the 

newspaper during sustained silent reading on newspaper days. Perhaps there were so few 

chances to read throughout the day, that this choice of article selection was a much 

deserved treat. The text was authentic and readily available outside the walls of the 
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reading room. Lalo's inclusion of free choice was in agreement with Ivey (1999), who 

asserts that free choice motivates students to read and choose a wide range of selections. 

In addition to sending a message to teachers about the importance of joumal 

responses and self-selection of reading materials, Lalo sent a strong message for the need 

of small group strategic teaching. Lalo stressed that small groups were much more 

effective than large group teaching that teachers choose so often. He compared the small 

group to the large group setting: 

[It is most helpfiil when a teacher helps] one-on-one cause she's taUdn' to you 
about...if h's just one-on-one, h's just you and her, you know she's teaching just 
me. It's easier that way than if somebody's talkin' out loud to a group, cause not 
evetybody in the group will hear you—not evetybody gets it, but since h's a 
group, you still have to move on, and not evetybody will catch on some people 
don't catch on but if it's just you and her it's okay to not catch on. 

With Lalo, and I guessed with so many others, re-teaching was a sensitive area. It 

was so easy to ask a question that others found silly or easy. When you risked asking, you 

risked public humiliation. The affective fiher described by Richard-Amato (1996) closes 

due to the sfress of humiliation and no new information can enter. It is much easier for 

the student to ask for help when alone with the teacher. The attention of the teacher is 

undivided for those few brief moments, and students feel they are important rather than a 

problem. Lalo continued his thoughts by including the need for continued support: 

[The teacher will] stay with h. She'll stay whh you. [Most teachers do that and] 
h's a good thing— ît's a real good thing to know that you [understand] you know, 
whh evetybody.. .If you're just in a group and you're not with evetybody, then 
some people can be behind, some people can be ahead. Not evetybody's the same. 

Personal attention made the difference for Lalo. He wanted to be a part of the 

group, but he realized that there were times when he needed personal attention from the 

teacher, which was not possible to receive whh a large group. Lalo was not about to risk 
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humiliation by asking for help in a large group setting. He would rather let h all remain a 

mystety. When I reflected on this statement, I was reminded that Lalo was a loner in the 

classroom, and I wondered if he had leamed over the years that some people thought he 

was smarter when he was quiet. 

Maybe Lalo had leamed too well the comfort of invisibility in the classroom, until 

he now required a small group setting. This would fit the role he filled in the remedial 

reading class. He sat at a table away from the other students, and became as passive a 

leamer as possible. He never passed out papers, volunteered for parts in class plays, or 

offered to read aloud. He let learning come to him. On a social level, he was sought out 

for advice. His fiiends knew and respected him as a knowledge giver. I saw Lalo as a 

brilliant student whose intelligence fiiistrated those teachers who could not connect to his 

academic needs and satisfy them. I wondered if his message resonated from the pain of 

retention 

The message that he felt was most important concemed the climate of the 

classroom. He reflected on his personal school career at this point as he shared that his 

teachers seemed to lack enthusiasm and he needed to see them exched about the 

curriculum so he could get excited. As he explained: 

The work wasn't anything— h's just, like, you're not, like, what do you call h? 
Motivate- and then nobody else is. Like if the teacher doesn't seem into it, Uke 
she really wants you to know what she's teaching- like the textbooks—we don't 
even pay attention. I used to like the teachers when they got on my case to get 
your work done and now that they don't.. .If they do [h tells me] that they care. 

Lalo's remarks reminded me that exchement is contagious. Students perform to 

the expectations of then teachers and modeling provides an avenue for them to problem 

solve text (Allen, 2000; Atwell, 1998; Robb, 2000). ft was interesting that, although Lalo 
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resented the policing of school on a large scale, he commented that he wanted the teacher 

who was in contact with him on a daily basis to make him be accountable. He viewed this 

type of policing as caring and making connections to him as a person of value. 

Lalo tumed his thoughts to sfrategies that were effective for other stmggUng 

readers and the found that the message of modeling was vital. He talked about Ms. 

Woodward using the overhead to help a student, and how this helped the other students 

understand what was needed in their own lessons. In this strategy, Ms. Woodward asked 

for volunteers to approach the overhead if they wanted help whh a problem on theh 

worksheets. As the student wrote a response on an overlay, students offered suggestions. 

This was strictly voluntaty and the students commented that they found h helpfiil to see 

and hear other students' thoughts. This was a combined effort of the teacher facilhating 

thought though questions and comprehension strategies: 

[Working on the overhead] is okay. She's helping him. If you're paying attention 
to what she's helping him out, h'll probably help you, too. I don't, like, I don't 
really ask a lot of questions in other classes so I just sit there [and watch] and I 
start dom' what I can to do, and I hear somebody else ask a question about 
somethin' and h helps. It helps if I was going to ask h. [I don't volunteer to go up 
front] 'cause I don't know. I don't care. I just Uke to do my own thing. 

In this excerpt, Lalo pointed out the importance of peer tutoring and social 

discourse that Rosenblatt (1990) found effective for illuminating thought, ft also 

demonstrated the importance of Vygotsky's (1978) concept of scaffolding. Lalo's 

determination to stay on the edge of the classroom by remaining in his seat and not 

volunteering to lead because he "wanted to do his ovm thing" was a theme repeated 

throughout the study. I found h helpfiil when Ms. Woodward stood nearby and closely 

monitored the activhy. If she sat at her desk or was distracted with another activity, the 
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effects were severely limhed. The students needed her expertise and guidance to make 

this strategy effective. 

As Lalo continued to reflect on the strategies that were helpfiil, he remembered 

how often he used the information supplied by Ms. Woodward when she highlighted the 

newspaper for her students. He explained why it was so helpfiil: 

Oh, she tells us, she'll scan over it and stuff She'll call out-she'll tell like, tell us 
what the article is about, like tell us what h's about-tty to catch our attention. [It 
helps] 'cause I probably wouldn't know, I probably wouldn't really pay attention 
but [for her help]. 

Once more, Lalo emphasized the importance of teacher input and time spent on 

personal attention. I noticed that over the semester the highlighting format used in the 

remedial classroom served as more than just an advanced organizer of what stories the 

newspaper had to offer that day. It served as a bond between a teacher and her students. It 

was worth Ms. Woodward's time to share the stories that were important to her, and to 

invhe her students into her world. It was validating to the students, and if she missed a 

day, they reminded her or even begged her to take the time with them they had come to 

cherish. 

I noticed he put himself in the role of those he was asked to help. On the thfrd 

interview, I again broached the issue of helping stmggUng readers. He responded, "Just 

read what you want to read, and just, like, use your head. Use your hobbies. Use your 

ideas, own ideas." 

It was Lalo's hope that by implementing the strategies and suggestions for 

leaming he found most effective, that other stmggUng sttidents would benefit. He also 

hoped other teachers would take his advice to help other at-risk leamers. 
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A Reading Room 

Talking to Lalo about his ideas for a reading room, 1 told him to forget about cost 

or practicalhies. This was an imaginaty room that he could fill whh ideas to make reading 

enjoyable at school. He seemed skeptical but promised to take this brainstorming 

seriously. I hoped that Lalo's imagination would soar and his mind would focus on the 

authentic needs of stmggUng readers. On the day he shared his ideas, he seemed eager to 

describe the perfect room. Whh his concept of a perfect reading room, his choices 

reflected his own interests. His imagination focused on the needs of the students as he 

considered how to motivate stmggUng readers: 

In the reading room [I would] put a lot of posters about 'Use your head,' 'Think' 
and stuff", and then I'd probably put a lot of books—like different kinds of books 
you know. Not just books about school or whatever the topic is. But a lot of.. h's 
okay to put, like off subject things, all subjects and things that brings you there 
keeps you and slowly it will keep you there. But then (inaudible) other books and 
other stuff and other topics-not school or anything. 

Lalo's love of art combined with his belief that poshive affirmations reminded 

students that they could achieve. He recognized the need for a variety of books, including 

books relating to adolescent culture such as music or social issues and to topics reflecting 

theh- environment including laws that affected their lives. Students' interests might not be 

the topics that were usually seen in a classroom, but if the students were reading about 

what interested them, they would begin reading on an increasing basis. His observations 

of students' needs reflected Allen's (1995, 2000) observation that sttidents need a variety 

of texts and teacher support to understand, because many students are still at a level of 

emergent literacy. 
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Lalo did not leave technology out of his description of a perfect reading room. He 

saw the importance for students to know how to access information on the Intemet. To 

Lalo computers were a supplement to the textbook. He also recognized the need for 

comfortable fumishings so that students could maintain their focus. In this comment he 

provided a link between aesthetics and attentive reading: 

[There would be] computers [because] computers are like another source for 
reading besides, books like the state books. [The furniture would be] awesome 
(laugh) so it wouldn't be so bare like there (referring to the libraty fumishings). 
'Cause it surrounds you; h keeps you comfortable with reading. 'Cause you can't 
read, can't read and ...understand, like, if you're not comfortable. But if you're 
comfortable, h keeps you cause you won't think about that. You won't think 
about what you're supposed to think about if you're uncomfortable. But if you are 
in a comfortable position, however, you want to read in it. 

Lalo saw that technology opened the doors to the world, and he seemed to agree 

with Irvin (1997) when she asserts that students need opportunhies to problem solve and 

conduct research on the Intemet. The opportunity to access the computer provided 

students with authentic texts. Lalo also saw the need to address the aesthetic side of 

reading by providing students with comfortable seating so they could relax. Lalo found 

the school fumishings bleak, boring, and uncomfortable, and feh that a change would 

make students feel more motivated to read. I was surprised he had thought about 

worksheets for his room. He explained, however, that his worksheet requfrement was not 

traditional: 

I'd probably have worksheets but h probably wouldn't be just like a worksheet 
stOty and then questions. My worksheets are different because to me that's like 
h's just a test on how on what you read about reading-not really what you think. 
Like, h'd be better to get a paper with, Uke, opinion questions about your opmion 
cause you read in the book you can wrhe down what you want about what you 
think. R'd probably have more projects [and] research questions. I like research 
projects. 
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Lalo's worksheets were refreshing. They were composed of higher level thinking 

questions and opinion-gathering inquiries. He wanted hands-on projects and time to 

research the topics students found interesting. His observations correlated with Wood and 

Jones (1997) who stress collaborative learning, hands-on projects, and social interaction 

that resuh in engagement with text rather than passive leaming. 

In summaty, Lalo loved art and politics and the choices for his reading room 

reflected these interests. He wanted posters decorating the walls but they must contain 

social comments such as "think" and "use your head." He also saw a need for books in 

the reading room that come in a variety of gemes, some of which are not usually 

associated with a traditional reading classroom. He wanted computers because he saw 

them as an additional reading source that aided comprehension. The room would be 

equipped with comfortable furniture so that students could read in comfort. To Lalo 

"bare" rooms took away from a motivating atmosphere, which made sense since Lalo 

read mostly at home, and home was comfortable. He saw the tradhional worksheet as a 

test of what you read, but his worksheets would have places on them to state your 

opinion. Most of all, he wanted to have a room where sttidents completed hands-on 

research projects because, as he stated earlier, these projects reach beyond most reading 

assigrmients. 

Concluding Remarks 

Lalo was a fascinating participant whose creativity led him to make interesting 

connections to text. At the beginning of the sttidy, I asked Lalo a series of questions 

pertaining to the use of reading strategies. His replies are listed in Appendix D. 
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According to his self-report, Lalo always thought about other things while reading. I saw 

this as strength rather than as off-task thinking, and his abilhy to make cormections while 

reading supported this fact. Although he stated that he never questioned the author while 

reading informational text, I think he was questioning without realizing h. His think 

aloud activhy supported his inquity approach to reading. He also stated that he seldom 

reread for information, yet he told me that he did so when he was searching for 

information on a topic of interest. He said that much of his schoolwork did not requhe 

him to reread because it was easy to understand. 

Lalo also mentioned that he seldom skipped over parts of a passage and this fits 

his philosophy that if h has been published, he feh an obUgation to read h and that he 

liked a chaUenge. He reported that he read as rapidly as possible most of the time and in a 

tutorial he mentioned the need for speed to retain information contained in the computer 

reading program. I noticed that he also enjoyed browsing and savoring what he read in 

sustained silent reading. He rated visualizing as something he always did as he read and 

he demonstrated this ability when he and I read A Worid of Imagination (Atkinson & 

Hodge, 1992). 

It was intriguing that he was so intelligent, and yet scored so low on his tests. By 

the end of the semester, he had made remarkable gains on his benchmark test, 

progressing from 27th to 67th percentile. Although h was still not a passing score, h 

showed amazing growth. I sensed that Lalo had more reading ability than what was 

evidenced by his test scores. In the spring I was given permission to examine the school 

record of the participants as they pertained to reading. 
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When I browsed through Lalo's file, my intuition as an educator was confirmed. 

In third grade, Lalo passed all sections of the standardized state reading test earning the 

descriptor of "Academic Recognhion" and he was reading above the fifth grade level. In 

fourth and fifth grades he read one grade level above his grade and in sixth he read at the 

sixth grade second semester level. Comments from teachers on report cards indicated that 

he enjoyed both reading and writing, was proficient at analyzing text and consistently 

searched for answers in text. Although he still passed the standardized reading test in 

sixth grade, his records indicated that some reading ne^ds emerged, specifically 

identification of strategies and evaluating and extending meaning. In eighth grade, Lalo 

was retained and his report card contained a note stating: "Comes whhout materials." 

Although he passed his reading test, according to the records, his combined score was not 

in the 73%, indicating that there might have been a problem with math. It was requested 

that I not consider performance in areas other than reading and I honored that request. In 

addition, his records indicated that he failed more than one subject for two consecutive 

semesters. These indicators and others resulted in Lalo's label of "at-risk." 

His fascination whh histOty and authenticity seemed a perfect avenue for reading 

advancement if he didn't lose heart. Meltzer (2001) comments that honesty in histoty 

protects society from abuses of power. Lalo was adamant that what was written should be 

tme, and part of his interest in histoty centered on tmth in text. To capture and maintain 

Lalo's interest m reading, I feh that he needed, as Miller (1998) suggests, immediate 

exposure to quality trade books that addressed social issues and investigated life in 

foreign countries. He needed as many authentic texts as the school could offer, and those 
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texts needed to address worid topics; be visually pleasing; and tempt Lalo's need to 

research. 

For Lalo, timing is critical. When I met him, I discovered that he was least one 

year older than his peers, and his teacher mentioned that he talked of dropping out of 

school as soon as he was of legal age. I felt that Lalo was actually a gifted student with an 

undefined processing problem, and I was glad to have his insight into the study. 

I also feh that Lalo was vulnerable, and was searching for solutions to his 

problems behind a mask of reticence. I also know that h is often difficuh to help students 

who are so quiet. These students can be fiightening and fiiistrating to a teacher, even in 

the early years of elementaty school. As a result, students Uke Lalo often end up in 

misguided intervention programs that tty to solve their problems with tradhional methods 

that were unsuccessfiil in the past (Allen, 2000; Durkin, 1974; Wolf, 1998). The resuh is 

marginalization (Vacca, 1998). Students like Lalo often become passive and 

unmotivated. 

One of the last thoughts that Lalo shared whh me was his inconsistent interest in 

reading. It was as if he was describing an interest that ebbed and flowed. Since reading 

was an important pastime for Lalo, these lapses of interest seemed to be temporaty, but 

this still seemed disturbing to Lalo. I feh he shared a confidence when he commented: 

There's.. there are times I, I don't even read, like, at home. I do read at home, 
but sometimes I don't think about reading about anything. [At school and] 
throughout life, period. Sometimes off and on, off and on, I don't find reading 
interestmg anymore in the moming, and then I find a book or something, a movie 
or magazine, somethin' and I read it—h's interesting—h catches my attention and 
h makes me more towards reading. I find a hobby or copy something. It points me 
towards reading. 
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At the close of the study, I had a heavy heart. I felt Lalo was at risk of losing a 

vety close fiiend, a friend called "reading." Somehow, Lalo's participation reminded me 

of the song, "Puff the Magic Dragon," where Jackie Paper has to say goodbye to his 

fiiend Puff because he outgrew him. Puff waves a tearful goodbye, and disappears. For 

Lalo's sake, I hoped he would keep up the "good fight," and I hoped that his teachers 

would encourage him in his reading interests so that a tearful good-bye would be 

unnecessaty. 
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CHAPTER V 

CASE 2: STACY 

Introducing Stacy 

When Stacy joined me for the first interview, she appeared shy, yet eager to share 

her thoughts. As she walked toward me, 1 remembered her enthusiasm on the day that I 

presented the purpose for this research study to her third period class. At the end of the 

presentation she slapped the desk whh the palm of her hand and stated in a voice meant 

for the entire class, "Well, I want to do this. You can count me in!" Then she popped her 

nearly always-present bubble gum, and flashed her fabulous cheerleader smile. This 9th 

grader was so attuned to her part in the study that she openly showed me what she was 

reading and often chatted with me as I moved about her classroom. I soon discovered that 

Stacy shared her opinions and thoughts like bubbles from a reservoir of pent up opinions 

impatiently waiting to be expressed, one of which was her belief that kids would read 

more if they were offered text about real people. 

I looked forward to each meeting whh Stacy, the 13-year-old blonde who focused 

on pop culture and beauty products. During my last meeting whh her I learned that she 

wanted to have her own magazine "Stacy" someday, which fit her inqufring, yet 

nurturing, personality. 

As a beginning to the study, I asked Stacy to draw a picture of a textbook as she 

sees h now (Figure 5.1) and then to design a textbook (Figure 5.2). I asked her to teU me 

what was "easy" and "hard" about each design. Her drawing included an open book with 

a titie: "Ancient Rome" and a vocabulary word bank under the title. 
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What most textbooks look like 

What is easy about this kind of textbook 

What is haid about tills kind of textbook 

>aX)\LOtl^ ^ ^ ^ ^-^ ^ M^SOrcl̂ . On(>L 

Figure 5.1: Stacy's sketch: What a textbook looks Uke; what makes h easy or hard. 
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HbWTwould design a textbook 

end S toHU!> 

What is easy about my design of this textbook 
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What is hard about die design of diis textbookl'rr-^'**^ ^Tj- J V 
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Figure 5.2: Stacy's sketch: How I would design a textbook. 
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In Stacy's sketch, a horizontal line separated the title from the text and a question 

above that line served as a heading. There were no pictures on ehher page but there was 

another heading: "What is Rome" on the adjacent page. Stacy identified the "easy" part 

of the book as the vocabulaty word bank so that unfamiliar words can be "looked up." 

What was "hard" was the amount of words unbroken by pictures. Her comment regarding 

this was," We might be interested [if] the first thing that catches our eye is pics not 

word[s]." Stacy's design, however, reflects her reading interest in fashion and beauty 

products. The book is open and on the first page is a drawing of a silk shirt and a bottle of 

perfume. On the facing page are a swimsuit advertisement and an offer for reduced price 

on flip flops. She drew a two piece swimsuit on that page. What was "easy," Stacy 

indicated was that the pictures were placed so that she was stimulated to red for details 

about the prices of the hems. What was "hard" was the need to add and subtract the 

prices. Stacy loved to browse magazines and study the products in the advertisements but 

in later interviews she mentioned that she found tradhional textbooks boring and difficuh 

to read. 

As with the other participants, our first interview opened whh a reflection of her 

early reading years. Stacy, as always put effort mto her recollection as she tumed her 

thoughts to her preschool years. 

Early Reading 

Who we become as a reader is based on our early experiences. Our experiences, 

we are reminded by Rosenblatt (1978, 1994), are interwoven whh our new experiences 

and this is why no reader reads a passage the same way as another. In addhion each 
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reading is a new experience. Whh this in mind, I asked Stacy about her early reading 

experiences. I wanted to get to know her better as a reader and as a student: 

Evety night before I went to sleep [I was read to by my mother], p remember] the 
CUffhanger books. I mean the dog, the dog, the Cliff, his name was Cliff and he 
was a dog [Clifford] and A-mera Bedella... [Amelia Bedelia] Yep, those were my 
two favorite books. What do I think I'd leam from that book that I picked [today]? 
I really wouldn't leam anything. I would just get a little humor out of it, just read 
h to read it, I mean... 

As a young child, Stacy was read to on a regular basis, creating a hunger for 

reading, and forming a sense of stoty whhin her. The routine of hearing a stoty before 

going to bed also gave Stacy an opportunity to predict what would happen next and to 

problem solve while listening to a tmsted adult. Family support and that fact that Stacy 

was enrolled in Head Start, a federal preschool program designed to prepare low SES 

students for kindergarten, meant that by the time she entered school Stacy had a 

foundation for leaming that was above and beyond the children who had not experienced 

this enrichment. That she remembered two popular series of picture books after a decade 

suggests the importance of family support in her reading career. Although she could not 

think of a lesson she would leam if she read those childhood books today, she 

remembered they were humorous. Her memories of the first books she read were 

alphabet books, setting in motion her passion for sounding out words: 

I remember the first book that I read. I just said the first word and then I just kind 
of sounded everything out and then my dad was like 'a' and I said 'apple!' 
(laugh). 

For Stacy, sounding out letters and recognizing objects that started with that 

sound seemed to be a fun game whh immediate feedback that she shared with her father. 

I wondered if the alphabet books replaced stoty books as Stacy approached the age of 
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learning to read independently because Stacy remembered a problem in the early years of 

her reading career: 

I was (pause).. Let's see... I think (inaudible)... Oh God, I can't even remember 
how old I was. I didn't leam to read for a long time though (inaudible). I didn't 
really want to leara how to read. 

Perhaps leaming to read became a chore if independence was stressed at the 

expense of enjoying a book read aloud by a proficient reader. If this form of reading was 

cast aside and laborious "sounding out" of words and letters replaced h, reading may 

have taken on a feeling of a chore to be accomplished, and a misinterpretation of reading 

for comprehension rather than enjoyment may have emerged. Stacy mentioned that 

leaming to read took a long time and that she didn't want to leam. Although phonics and 

decoding were important skiUs, Stacy needed more of a balance: 

Uh, I leamed reading to myself because I (pause)... From the vety begirming I 
just had to sound things out and I've always been good with big words like I don't 
know if you've ever noticed while we're in class I'll say something out loud and 
then someone's like [impressed] cause I can read vety fast and I can read BIG 
words. And I don't know why but.. .1 guess I read h first to myself like she says, 
'paragraph four.' I read h to myself then I know I can read h properly and not 
have anything Uke that I can't sound out or something. 

From a young age, Stacy defined successful reading by expertly sounding out 

words. She inferred that her ability to sound out muhi-syllabic words made her a 

successful reader. Speed counted, too, but she didn't mention comprehension of the 

passage's content as a criterion. She mentioned that she liked to rehearse what she was to 

read orally so that her performance would be perfect, a trait that has remained whh her. 

Her experience sounded Uke the outdated method of Round Robin reading, where 

sttidents count down to what paragraph they will be called on to read while peers read 
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text aloud (Opitz & Rasinki, 1998) This type of reading did not prepare Stacy for her 

later reading experiences where she was expected to read chapters independently: 

I had a hard time reading The Cay (Taylor, 1969). That's a, it's like a... you ever 
heard of that?" I liked to read now and then ... it was interesting but I couldn't 
read it. I don't know why I just couldn't sit down and read it. But when we were 
in class I was SO interested in h, and like, they'd read out loud and I.. .then say to 
go home and read this chapter and I'd sit there and tty to read it and read it. 
When we're in class, the teacher would read the book out loud and I was so 
interested in h. I just don't think that if I'm not... I've got better things to do at 
home than to read I guess. It's not a good thing to do, but... She just told us to 
read like so and so chapters and the next day we continued on. 

Stacy's comments serve as evidence of emerging stmggles during late elementaty 

years, and the need for teacher support. Stacy liked the comfort and stimulation of a 

classroom setting where the book was shared. It appears that there was not much review 

of the chapters assigned as homework because Stacy said that the next day "we continued 

on." Gillet and Temple (2000) suggest that if the book was at a level of fiiistration, or 

difficuh to read independently, Stacy would find h too challenging to read without 

support and would lose interest. As she stated, she would find other things to do and 

perhaps even look for shortcuts: 

I read a little bit, but I'm not gonna Ue. I didn't go home and get the book down 
and put on pajamas and start reading. I did h on the way to school, on the bus, 
and when I did, I'd read the first and last page. People say if you do that then 
you'll know the whole chapter. No, [h's not tme] (laugh) 

As she progressed through school, Stacy sought quick fix solutions to keep up 

with her reading assignments. If the teacher was not monitoring student progress, the fact 

that Stacy was skipping passages might have passed unnoticed and more importantly, the 

need for intervention, too, may have been overiooked at a stage where h could have been 

successfiil 
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Defining Reading 

The first question I asked Stacy referred to her personal definhion of reading, a 

good starting point for investigating her response to gaining knowledge from 

informational text. Where I asked her to define reading, Stacy replied: 

Umm... like what, uh, what 1 think of reading? When, you learn, when you learn 
about things, because you don't know what you're talking about, you learn about 
it. They write h down and you read it and you learn something about h. [You find 
reading in many places]...h's on the computer. Umm...teachers, parents, books 
of course... umm... 

From her response I sensed that Stacy viewed reading as a gift from those who 

possess knowledge and want to share it with others, yet, she never mentioned her own 

reading choices in class, i.e., pop culture magazines. She equated teachers and parents as 

places to find reading—once again the concept of reading being passed from those who 

possess knowledge to those who may not. 

Stacy would read the assigned material quickly so that she could retum to reading 

magazine selections, gathering information about her world as if she needed to keep 

informed about fashion and beauty to fiinction in her society. Although the teacher 

invited the students to bring content area reading materials to class to keep up with their 

reading assigrunents from other classes, Stacy did not take advantage of this opportunity. 

Rather, she chose to use her time in Ms. Woodward's class as a time to read materials of 

interest that she didn't find in her other classes, materials that she viewed as relating to 

her life as a teenager: 

I never liked school. I never liked reading. I read only stuff that I have to read 
about— because I can read a whole book and not leam anything. If you're 
interested in it, then you'll read h and I'm not interested in social studies. I only 
read that because I have to. 
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The Gift of Reading 

I asked Stacy to consider what reading meant to her life and to her spirh. We 

discussed what h would be like if she couldn't read and how earlier in our countty's 

histoty, many people didn't have the opportunity to leam this skill Stacy and I talked 

about how difficuh shopping would be if we couldn't read the signs in stores and how 

complicated fravel might be if road maps were a mystety. By realizing the role reading 

played in her life, I hoped Stacy would be enlightened in her definhion of reading, hself 

Stacy pondered her thoughts of reading as a gift, perhaps for a first time during this 

discussion, and then she shared her feelings without compromising what she had shown 

throughout the study, i.e., simplicity and honesty. 

She didn't remember the stmggles of learning to read, and she wanted to remain 

clear about the fact that she didn't really enjoy reading yet feh enriched by knowing how 

to read: 

I'm lucky, (giggle) I'm lucky to know how to read. I just. .1 don't know. I don't 
see how.. .how nobody can, like, not learn how to read. It's pretty easy—just 
sound out the words and... Yeah, h's pretty easy for me. 

In her reading pursuhs, Stacy never claimed that she enjoyed reading anything 

more than what she mentioned or demonstrated in class, but she exhibited an appreciation 

of what we labeled as the "gift of reading." The fact that she feh reading came easily for 

her made it easier to fiinction because this gift was a life skill. 

Reading is for Information and Problem Solving 

Wiles and Bondi (2002) remind us that adolescents view life from the perspective 

of what makes life work for them. They are influenced by their peers, but are not opposed 

249 



to listening to aduhs who have the knowledge they need. When they read to solve a 

problem, they are prone to tum to references that are familiar to their culture such as 

featured columns in the newspaper, pop culture magazines, and or the Intemet. 

Stacy defined reading in practical terms for life in her environment. She used 

reading to solve life problems that reflected her concerns, such as divorce or problems 

reflected in the media: 

The books that I read? If I was to pick out a book, h's gonna be like, like about, 
like TIPS on stuff from TV you know and that kind of stuff. I think I'd look in 
the libraty a book that I'm gonna read and find something like teenage stuff, Uke 
divorce or something, something realistic and interesting. 

Stacy saw problems solved daily in "Dear Abby," and she read the colunm at the 

beginning of each sustained silent reading period when students were assigned to read 

whatever they chose in the local newspaper. Divorces, dating dilemmas, problems in 

society—all were discussed regularly in "Dear Abby." On the days that students were 

assigned to read magazines, she browsed pages as if she were researching "life" hself 

Reading at School is not Cormected to Life 

Students in the reading class commented almost daily that school was unexciting 

and by the time they had lunch on Monday, they seemed to be planning their upcoming 

weekend events. Perhaps part of the reason they appeared so disengaged from school was 

because educators have forgotten that academic topics need to relate to students' lives. 

Gee (2001) and Irvin (1997) concur that school curriculum needs to reflect adolescent 

culture and social interests. 
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Stacy did not see a connection between what she read in her classes and what 

happened in her life before and after school. Most assignments selected by teachers, she 

complained, were remote from her environment, irrelevant and meaningless. She found 

the reading material in Ms. Woodward's class a somewhat different stoty, however, and 

she made use of it as avidly as a researcher. When she entered reading class each day, she 

used the time to read text that had the relevance lacking in her other classes: 

How can reading be more meaningful? Like if I could read what I read at school? 
Umm. . 1 don't know. I have to think. The people I read about... Read about stuff 
other than like what happened back then—like something interesting like how 
they played or.. .but not this was the President and he did this and that and that. I 
don't really want to know about the President. I want to know about like what 
other things happened to the people back then. Umm... what do I want to know 
about it? Just how things worked like what, what's going on like races and plays 
at that time, but I don't know. Yeah [reading about kids my age], that's fine. Like 
schools, and everything they did, and, like, how they worked and stuff, I guess. 

Stacy did not mind reading about the past if there were some connections to her 

culture and Ufe in the present. What she found meaningless was a series of facts written 

in paragraph form and fashioned into a textbook. To her the authors of such text had lost 

sight of what h was to be a living teenager both in history and in the present. She saw a 

need for authors to show how youth her age lived, so she could compare their lifestyle to 

her own. In a sense that type of cormection is what Stacy made when she read about the 

lives of pop culture stars in the magazines she found in Ms. Woodward's class. She made 

connections between theh lives and hers. 

Reading is Reading Aloud 

Several times each week, Ms. Woodward asked for volunteers to read aloud in 

what has been labeled as "Round Robin." Stacy volunteered more often than the other 
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students. This may be why she considered reading aloud as "reading," and h was when 

she "performed" in front of the class that she felt the satisfaction of being in control of 

what she read and what she retained. She felt that retention was whhin her conscious 

control: 

If I, if I read h to myself and I, like I said if I WANT to know what h's about then 
I can do that. Um, usually I read it over in my head for the fnst time. Like, I read 
h to myself when I know I'm gonna have to read this paragraph and then I can 
reread h over faster. I don't have to...cause it takes me longer when I'm ttying to 
figure out what happened and ttying to understand it. But if I'm just reading h to 
get h read, you know, like paragraphs then I can read h straight through and I 
don't have to think about and remember h or anything. [I think] Um... 'Gosh! I 
hope nobody's paying attention to the words!' (laugh) I have different moods, I 
guess, that kind of goes with my reading. I don't like to read a lot, but if nobody 
volunteers, then I... 

Stacy plarmed her "read alouds" much as students prepared to give a speech; she 

rehearsed what she hoped to read out loud by verbalizing during sustained silent reading. 

On "magazine day," as her peers followed the teacher's preview of the magazine, Stacy 

preferred to spend the time practicing the words in the article. Later, if the teacher caUed 

on her to read aloud, Stacy read quickly and dramatically. She would put expression into 

her reading as if h were a performance. At times, if a passage was difficuh, she "word 

caUed" or stated the words without paying particular attention to their meaning. 

Reading aloud was usually a successfiil event for Stacy. This was not always the 

case, however, and when her oral reading experience was less than perfect, her self-

esteem suffered—yet her peers seemed to understand and offer support. One example of 

a perfect attempt gone awty occurred after a sustained silent reading period. Stacy tried to 

read a passage aloud but could not sound out some of the words. "Whatever," she said 

when she came to a difficuh word. She continued to the end of the passage with her voice 
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growing softer and softer until the end. The look on her face was devastation. Stacy, a 

decoder, feh she had failed herself and her classmates, although she had silently 

rehearsed the passage. Her peers, used to her fluent reading, remained silent. No one 

laughed at her or tried to correct her. The lesson continued and as others stmggled whh 

sounding out the words in this Round Robin activity, the word "whatever" was heard 

quhe often. It was as if in a reflection of Stacy's efforts until the teacher stopped h. 

Reading is on the Computer 

Each student in Ms.Woodward's classes was assigned to a computer both for free 

time reading and for participation in a requned reading program. Students enjoyed 

responding to surveys from the "Charmel One" television program they watched at the 

begirming of each day, as well as responding to questions from approved magazines. 

Sometimes they used the computer encyclopedia feature as a reference material to an 

assigned worksheet. Some of the students commented that the informational stories 

contained in the reading lessons were interesting and they enjoyed reading them. Students 

who had computers at home and whose computer skills were more adept than those 

whose exposure was limhed to the school envnonment often tutored thefr peers. Some 

students were less comfortable with the computer than others, and some didn't think of 

reading on the computer as "reading." 

Stacy hesitantly defined reading as reading on the computer. Her view of using 

the computer to build meaning in informational text, however, was separated from the 

requned computer reading program, which was a component of her remedial reading 
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class. Although Stacy completed her computer-based reading tests, she didn't really seem 

atfracted to the computer as much as many of her classmates: 

I don't send e-mail, like, 1 don't really get on there and say I want to read this 
book and then h will pop up and tum pages and everything. Um, [I] just [use] 
them for research when I have projects. No (pause)... [People would not read 
books more if they were put the computer] I don't think so. I think if they wanted 
to read, they would go to the libraty and pick out something. I can understand h; h 
doesn't really matter to me as long as I can see h and know what it means. 

For Stacy, the computer was a tool she used for research projects, not for 

entertainment or communication with her fiiends. She preferred the libraty for books, 

although she stated that reading from a computer screen was as comfortable as reading 

the same material from the pages in a book. She didn't have a computer in her home and 

perhaps that is why she was heshant to include computers in her definhion of reading. If 

she was confined to usmg a computer at school only, it might have represented a chore to 

be accomplished rather than "reading." 

Reading in Other Classes 

Reading class comprised only a portion of the school day. Stacy spent the 

majority of the time in her content area classes studying mostly informational text. I 

wondered how she viewed reading in her content area classes and how much time was set 

aside for reading. This information could add to her definhion of reading and explain 

how she gained content knowledge: 

We usually just, um, she usually just picks out. My histoty teacher... she just will 
pick out something and she'll say h out loud. She really won't say that. She'll put 
h in your own words so we can understand. No, she won't [help them 
comprehend the text m the book]. We just... we never really read out of the book. 
We have worksheets and we'll go and look through and find answers but we don't 
really read the book that much. 
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Stacy's experience with reading at school is not unusual according to research. 

Allington (1994) states that students spend only 10% of theh school day participating in 

reading and writing activhies. It was interesting that Stacy mentioned searching for 

answers for worksheets as an activity separate from reading. To Stacy, reading from a 

textbook was defined as reading passages from a textbook rather than pulling snippets of 

information.from a book and copying h onto an assignment sheet. 

Reading as Boring and a Chore 

When students are confronted with text that is difficult to understand, it is a 

common solution for content area teachers to supply information as best as they can in 

terms then students can understand. Often this practice resuhs in the assign and tell mode 

of teaching where the most active participant is the teacher (Vacca & Vacca, 2002). 

Although this approach covers the content of the course, students, especially stmggUng 

readers, do not develop the necessaty strategies to comprehend informational text. This 

had been Stacy's experience. Stacy attacked reading in content area classes as something 

to be done, but not something to be enjoyed or understood. She usually found information 

in textbooks "boring" and difficult to remember: 

I don't remember h. I'll just go through h and I'll say... I'll do that in social 
studies all the time. I'll just go through and I'll read h to myself and then I'll say 
h out loud and he'll ask me a question and I'm like 'What?' (laugh) I have to read 
it and I'm like 'Oh yeah'. 

Stacy had diflficuhy engaging with text that she found boring and much of the text 

in her content area classes fell into that categoty. Perhaps if she was given explich 

instmction in strategic reading as suggested by Rosenblatt (1994), she could activate the 

255 



necessaty tools to remain focused and access prior knowledge. Stacy was looking at 

words and sounding them out rather than reading for meaning, and her comprehension 

suffered. This reminded me of the example of students who read a passage perfectly but 

did not recall what they had read. This "word calling," rather than reading, fit Stacy's 

view of reading when she discussed reading aloud. 

Reading at Home 

Stacy mentioned that when she was home, she read magazines and notes from her 

fiiends but she didn't recognize these activhies as reading. They didn't fit into her 

personal definition of reading. She was startled when I pointed out that magazine reading 

and notes from fiiends are reading. Surprised, she replied, "Uh, magazines. I guess I do 

[read] then!" 

I was intrigued to see how much time Stacy spent reading notes and magazines in 

the classroom when she had free tune. When I mentioned that reading these same genres 

at home was still reading, h was as if a new concept or definition of reading settled into 

Stacy's mind. 

Reading Must Be Interesting 

One thing that Stacy was adamant about concemed what she found motivating to 

read. She wanted relevance and high interest text. Although she couldn't recall any 

particular events that stifled her interest in reading, she knew that she was taught to sound 

out words and that she had learned this lesson well. This was evident when she read 

256 



aloud, she reminded me. She also knew that if the text was not interesting, she could not 

comprehend h: 

Um, I just don't like to read the boring things like stuff that I don't need to know 
about... That I need to know about this year, but along on down the line I don't 
need to know pretty much any of that stuff.. um, so I, I don't know. [I prefer] 
fiction, stories... Yeah. 

Stacy's strong preference for narrative made me wonder if she was introduced to 

high interest informational books in elementaty school. I wondered if she was instmcted 

in strategies that addressed how to make use of headings, captions, charts, and graphs. If 

not instmcted in the stmctures of informational text, h can seem boring or overwhelming. 

For Stacy, this meant skipping over it or laying it aside because it was not interesting. 

Stacy's preference for fiction over nonfiction did not surprise me. By Stacy's 

description of the reading practices in her school day, I assumed that her exposure to 

informational text such as those found in her content area classrooms was limhed. I also 

realized that some content area teachers state that time constraints and curriculum 

demands preclude them from including reading instmction in their classrooms (O'Brien 

et al., 1995). For these reasons, I feh that Stacy needed strategies that supported 

understanding informational text. I thought pop culture magazines, which she found 

interesting, would serve as the bridge to academic expectations in the fliture. 

I chatted with Stacy about her preference for pop culture magazines and if h 

related to her life, since she had mentioned that textbooks offered no life connections. 

She smiled, thought a moment, and then repUed, "Um.. .No, [but] I think h's kind of 

interesting. No, [h's not Uke my life, and] I Uke my life." She went on to explain that she 

sometimes thought about the lives of the pop stars and compared them to her life, but that 
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didn't make her discontented. It just made her informed. Stacy liked to travel and I 

wondered if this passion for reading about famous teenagers living an exotic lifestyle was 

a form of traveling from her southwest Texas town, even if only for a twenty minute 

sustained silent reading period. 

Stacy's desire to read pop culture for information was confirmed throughout the 

semester. For example, on a newspaper day, I noted as I traveled about the room during 

sustained silent reading that she was reading the comics, the astrology forecast, and 

"Dear Abby" before she began to scan an informational picture book. Later in the 

moming she read a "Dear Abby" letter out loud, gUding over such words as monologue 

and insane The foUowing day was spent reading the pop culture magazine Teen and 

responding to a survey enthled "Grade the Guys." On the following newspaper day, she 

retumed to reading the newspaper where she settled on "Dear Abby," a short article on 

DNA, the local poUce reports, captions of pictures, and a flag football stoty. Later in the 

week, her interest in pop culture was so keen that she entered the classroom three hours 

after a pop culture survey request from "Channel One News" was broadcast, excited to 

respond to a survey—only to find that her computer was not working. Each newspaper 

day for the rest of the semester, Stacy searched for "Dear Abby," read the comics, and the 

horoscope before searching for pop culture articles. 

I found h interesting that Stacy usually journaled about local news articles rather 

than about her passion for pop culture. After much thought I remembered that Stacy was 

surprised to find that reading pop culture magazines was considered "reading," and I was 

also reminded that Stacy said she didn't like to read. Ms. Woodward's daily assignment 

was for students to respond to something they had read, and Stacy was also aware that 
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Ms. Woodward emphasized reading the newspaper. Evidently when she journaled, she 

feh that responding to a magazine article or another piece of pop culture would not meet 

her teacher's standards. 

In reviewing Stacy's joumal, I noticed another interesting fact. As the semester 

progressed, and our taUcs about reading and hs definhion continued, Stacy began to 

joumal about what she had read in pop culture magazines. Possibly this was coincidence 

stemming from days that Ms. Woodward required journal entries, or perhaps Stacy was 

becoming more comfortable with her taste in reading and recognizing that what she 

enjoyed, indeed, was reading. 

Stacy's favorite reading activhy seemed to be studying the heahh and beauty 

information. She would browse a pop culture magazine propelled by her personal 

interests in scented advertisements over pop culture columns such as "Star Tracks" and 

"Ufe style" reports. While browsing, she studied the pictures, read the captions, and 

focused intently on the makeup ads. Regardless of how informative the texts in the 

advertisements were, they still only served as a brief intermption to her pattem of reading 

articles about fashion, beauty, and the news scene in the pop culture arena in an effort to 

stay up to date on her teen stars. 

Using Strategies to Gain Information 

Although Stacy demonstrated that she had a system of strategies that she 

employed regularly, she didn't appear to be aware of them. In a conversation, I asked 

Stacy, "Do you ever notice yourself using any tools to help you read?" Her reply startled 

me, "Um.. .not really. I.. .1 really don't have to." This is in agreement with the literature. 

259 



Vacca and Vacca (2002) state that stmggUng readers often lack strategies needed to 

promote "leaming effectively whh the text.. and many students make little use of reading 

as a tool for learning." (p. 350). Stacy could tell me step by step how to approach a 

TAKS passage, but she seemed to rely on her decoding skills and assumed that 

comprehension would follow. It appeared that she often concentrated on words more than 

ideas when approaching her studies and relied on headings for categorizing information: 

I've just always been taught to sound out the word... or to reread it if I don't 
imderstand it. I know what h's about because the titie of the book. Like, if h's 
about social studies, then I know they're all going to be about social studies. 

Since Stacy depended so strongly on sounding out the words, I sensed that she 

was reading word by word and line by line rather than taking in chunks of information 

such as a main idea of a paragraph or even of a passage. This pattem was dismpting her 

intemal fluency and halting her progress as a reader. She had relied too heavily on titles 

and headings to make sense of sections of text. I wondered if she could complete the task 

if she were asked to write a title for a passage containing no headings. I felt it would be a 

stmggle. We teach students to use titles and headings to organize information, but in 

Stacy's case I sensed that she needed to be encouraged to speed up and even skip a word 

rather than laboring over it until she lost her flow of comprehension. 

Using Reference Materials 

In the school in this study, students used glossaries in the back of science or social 

studies books to look up lists of vocabulaty words rather than referring to the context of 

the passages. How Stacy viewed this approach to leaming vocabulaty words contained in 
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informational text became evident when she was asked how she managed to learn new 

words which contributed to constmction of meaning: 

Well, if h's vocabulary, then I look it up. If it's an idea that 1 don't get, I usually 
reread it. If h's a word that I can't read, then I'll either tty to sound it out or ask 
my teacher. She'll tell me the word then—usually say what it means. It depends 
on what teacher it is (giggle) I guess. (Inaudible) but if we, if you don't, you can't 
figure it out, then they'll just tell what that word, what it what it means or what 
h's supposed to mean- whatever. Um, I probably want just to know. Cause if I 
couldn't figure h out the first time, I don't think they'll tell me the second time. 
Or tty to put some extra little things in there that I figure h out. I'd like to just 
know. Get h on with (giggle). 

Stacy found this approach successful for her as a student focused on getting 

through the lesson efficiently. She was focused on accomplishing the task more than on 

acquhing new knowledge. Considering the pressure to succeed and the short period of 

time (50 minutes) spent in each content class, this seemed understandable. 

When the teacher was not available, Stacy attempted to problem solve text 

independently, relying on available reference materials: 

I just use, like.. .1 go to the index, I mean the gloss- glossaty (giggle) or a 
dictionaty. Um, I look h up- look up that word -see what h means-stuff like that. I 
go back and I reread the whole sentence and then it makes sense. I, I put the 
definhion in for that word, like, I'll say the definhion instead of that long ol' 
stinkin' word (giggle.) [Muhiple meanings pose a problem] Yes h does. Then I 
usuaUy have to reach to each of the meanings to see which one of them does. 

Stacy applied a strategy for testing muhiple meanings when the class was 

instmcted to joumal about thefr vocabulaty development lesson. The lesson consisted of 

ten words, or word phrases, which had muhiple meanings. For example, one selection 

was "Vietnam Memorial" and Stacy needed help with the dictionaty definhion. "Which 

one of these do I choose?" she asked. I provided the background context for "memorial" 

and Stacy studied the given meanings before selecting the second one in her dictionaty. 

261 



Activating Prior Knowledge 

To build comprehension, teachers tty to activate prior knowledge in their 

students. Ms. Woodward used this method to interest students in reading informational 

text on a daily basis. While highlighting the newspaper, for example, she might point out 

a stoty about a local sports figure, and remind her students about the game played the 

previous Friday night. She referred to a news stoty about a mother who abused her child 

then pointed out that this was the same woman in the newspaper the week before 

requesting extended visitation periods and the class discussed her request. When helping 

her students make the connections, Ms. Woodward might point out that the stoty was on 

television as well. Rumelhart (1975) asserts that when students activate prior knowledge, 

they call upon multiple lessons from their personal pasts, including lessons from then 

culture and from theh academic exposure, using this knowledge as they constmct 

meaning. Stacy activated prior knowledge to build meaning and to connect to her interest 

in authentic text: 

Cameras. It was that- It was...this looks interesting. 'Cause I like cameras, and to 
read how he made h. It's really not that different [than textbooks]. It's different 
'cause h's back in the old days. Like the ones we read now are more up to date, 
more interestmg I guess. I don't think [textbooks are more interesting] so. I think 
h's more interesting because you know about how cameras were made. The 
reality [is interesting]. Mmm hmm. 

Stacy mentioned, that to be motivated to read informational text, not only must the text 

be of interest to her, but h must be realistic and of course, connected to her life, a, quality 

often lacking in many of her textbooks. Stacy needed to draw upon her prior knowledge 

to build understanding. 
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Using Context Clues 

As the semester progressed, students were encouraged to look up the words they 

did not understand from the reading passages. I wondered if this effort, though 

educational, would be at the expense of not using context clues. I wondered how Stacy 

would function if no reference materials were available, so I asked her to imagine that she 

was on a desert island and needed to know the meaning of some words: 

I'd just tty to... maybe reread h with a sentence so that I knew, like, kinda what 
the word meant. What was the sentence.. or I'd just read the whole book if it was 
an idea... if I can't do anything else, I'll just skip the word. I tty to.. .1 finish the 
book and then I go back to it, and then I see if I can put it—make h work. Usually 
I know what happens and you're missin' that one part and you know what 
happens at the end, you have an idea what happened in the middle. 

When asked about context clues, Stacy described how to use them to progress 

through a narrative, but she did not make the same connection regarding informational 

text. This indicates that she was a novice with informational text. She did not realize that 

she could use context clues whh informational text such as she would encounter in a 

textbook. She appeared more confident with her skills in reading a "stoty," and with 

narrative she could risk continuing to read rather than sounding out evety word. I sensed 

that her lack of experience whh other styles of writing left her adrift and she resorted to 

her familiar method of decoding to maneuver through those passages. 

Using Worksheets 

Although Stacy made good grades (80 and 90 percentiles) on her worksheet 

assignments, she never mentioned worksheets as a strategy or as a material useful in 
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building comprehension. By reviewing my field notes of the observations and reflections, 

h was evident that Stacy often extracted information from worksheets. One day Ms. 

Woodward assigned a worksheet designed to support reading skills through the use of a 

newspaper. Along with the main idea and supporting details, Stacy was asked to locate a 

sports stoty connected to local teams. The questions in the worksheet required knowledge 

of three reading skills. The first was a cause-and-effect response based on comprehension 

of a news stoty to which Stacy responded: "Because someone shot a man, they are 

investigating where he was shot." 

A second question asked Stacy to search the want ads, locate a job, and explain it 

in her own words. Stacy chose a babysitting ad and wrote: "ReUable babysitter on Friday 

8:00 to 5:00. Call after five." The last activity instmcted Stacy to locate an ad and explain 

how it sounds so great that you should buy the product. Stacy wrote, "Cakes. I could 

order some cakes if I call this number." By Stacy's responses, Ms. Woodward concluded 

that Stacy was proficient in valuable reading skills that are tested on standardized tests 

and she could see a bh into Stacy's interests in reading. 

Later, Stacy and her classmates worked on a worksheet that requhed changing a 

headline into a complete sentence. "Southside Elementaty wUl Stand Alone on Febmaty 

Ballot" changed to "The Southside Elementaty will stand alone on the Febmary 1 ballot." 

After consideration, Stacy revised her sentence by removing "the" because, she said, "It 

doesn't make sense." Stacy didn't feel that the article "the" was necessaty. 

At least once a week, Ms. Woodward asked the students why h was important to 

read the newspaper and they often listed then responses on the back of a worksheet for 

extra credh. Stacy listed the following reasons to read the news: 
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- find out about criminals; 

- find out who is dead; 

- comic strips and sports news; 

- ads for cars and houses; ads and coupons for food. 

In sphe of Ms. Woodward's efforts though, Stacy still found reading pop culture 

magazines more important to her life than the newspaper. She also volunteered in her 

reading room design that she would not include worksheets. 

Responsive Writing 

Another sfrategy that Ms. Woodward used was a response joumal. Usually she 

asked students to respond to thefr reading by writing summaries of what they read during 

the sustained silent reading time. Stacy usually read pop culture articles from magazines. 

Her joumal, however, reflected responses to newspaper articles six times and responses 

from pop culture magazines only twice. Newspaper responses reflected her interests in 

exciting stories, including responses to rock groups, fundraisers, murders, trials, a 9-11 

reflection, and a rape stoty: 

Eminem won 4 awards and on his a 3rd award got booed by the crowd, after he 
said "I will hit a man whh glasses" the crowd finally began to cheer for him 
again! (8-30) 

C. told her husband to shave his beard if the fiindraiser for diabetes got to 1000 or 
over and h did. So M. had to shave his beard after 15 years (9-4) 

Ms V. was convicted of attempted murder. She stabbed a man becuses she claims 
that he had raped her earlier on that year! She and her brother were both involved! 
But many people testify saying that she is a great mom and she does not deserve 
to be put away. They give her probation and her brother goes on trial this month! I 
am vety good friends whh her neaice! She goes her, and yesterday we went to the 
court house and I was talking to Mrs. V.! (9-9) 
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I remember last year when the two planes hit. I was sitting in social studies 
watching the t.v. and listning to the t v say what was happening. I remember 
thinking how sad. That I wished we could do something knowing were stuck in 
school. 1 am so dissapointed by Bush's decision. He should of told us what all 
happened. Instead he choose not to tell us what he had known. (9-11) 

P was arrested in 1990 for rape! He rapped a little girl after beating her and 
strangling her with a rope. He left her in a muddy pit... He was sentenced to be 
executed. It took him aproximatly 6 min to pass away. The yang girls father 
watched as he was killed. The young 10-year old girl died. (10-2) 

Today I read about a 34 year old man who escaped from jail after he dragged an 
officer into the inmates restroom and beat him to death. He then took his clothes 
and went through security and escaped. But only did he get away 6 days before he 
was tracked down and put back up. I think they should put him (unreadable) he 
was a murderer plus he beat a policeman while escaping and got away. (12-4) 

Stacy's responses reflected her interests in pop culture that apparently guided her 

selection of newspaper stories. She showed a life cormection to one of the murder stories, 

and her other choices reflected a concem for bodily harm that teen gnls have to consider 

in life— t̂he subject of rape. Her pop culture responses were more lighthearted, 

summarizing an article on a rock star, and another on a teen who was involved in an 

embarrassing kissing dilemma: 

I read about Amanda Bymes a Nick teen actress just tuming 16 and finally being 
able to drive. She says that she is going to leave the Nick teen charmel and start 
her own t.v show on the WB channel... She also is modeling right now, she only 
likes to model rainbow colors though. (10-5) 

There was a couple who had not seen each other in a long time. Well, her 
boyfiiend came back and the[y] ran to each other and kissed, he had braces and 
she had a nose ring and when her mom came out and yelled at her, they pulled 
apart but got stuck. It took them 2 Vi hours to get unstuck! (10-29-02) 

Stacy did not read lengthy articles or passages in the newspaper, books, or 

magazines. She preferred to ahemate browsing whh reading snippets of information. She 

spent so much time reading advertisements that h would have been easy to assume that 
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Stacy never read articles. Yet, her summaries from pop culture magazines that Stacy read 

more than beauty product ads and fashion comments. 1 noticed, however, that both 

articles were short in length. This suggests that even with pop culture magazines, Stacy 

focused on snippets of information, indicating that longer articles may not hold her 

interest. She had chosen the articles not only for interest, but also because by choosing 

short articles she was left with plenty of time to browse the magazine and still complete 

her summaty. Stacy seemed to take satisfaction in completing her assignments on time 

and within the expectations of her teacher. 

Using Computers to Gain Information 

At the begirming of the year, Ms. Woodward explained that she used a computer 

program called Reading Plus that was approved by the district. The passages were all 

high interest informational items and she felt that the program was helpfiil in improving 

test scores. It was her goal to move the students through the program by scheduling 

regular sessions that involved reading progressively more difficuh passages and 

answering the accompanying questions that were TAKS friendly. Ms. Woodward often 

needed to coax Stacy and a few of the others to keep up with then computer assignments. 

When computer assignments were not up to date, the names of students lacking passing 

scores were listed on the chalkboard until the assignments were completed. 

Stacy mentioned her fiiistration with the reading program, stating that at one point 

her computer test grades were not registering and she was forced to start at the beginning 

of the program. When Stacy worked at the computer, as was requned, she mshed through 
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the excerpts, fidgeting and squirming, tending not to reread but to finish the selections as 

rapidly as possible. She clearly did not like using the computer-based reading program. 

In a tutoring session designed to encourage rereading on the computer to build 

comprehension, Stacy said, "No, I don't know. I just don't [reread]." When I pointed out 

that her score was higher the second time she took a particular test, and that could be as a 

resuh of rereading, she acknowledged that she remembered the stOty and the questions 

from the last time she read h. She made no promises to reread, however. Later in the 

year, Stacy mentioned that she indeed had begun to reread when needed. I am not sure, 

however, that this applied to computer work. Ehiring the week before finals Stacy 

finished a test on the computer and received a 100%. She read 189 words per minute 

without rereading the passage. "I got a 100.1 did good!" she commented. 

Rereading to Build Meaning 

During the month of November, in an attempt to instill reading habits that built 

comprehension, Ms. Woodward emphasized the importance of rereading. This was a skill 

students needed not only to improve then standardized test scores, but h helped to 

refocus then attention if their minds began to wander while they read. Another reason for 

students to reread was to raise their grades on the computer reading program. 

While teaching the students to use the computer program, Ms. Woodward 

interspersed reading strategies in a mini-lesson approach. As I mentioned, one strategy on 

which she concentrated during November was rereading to build understanding. Stacy 

seldom considered rereading on her own, and if she did reread, h was only when she was 
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interested in the passage. She explained her approach for rereading to build 

understanding in a novel, a textbook and on the computer: 

I ehher reread it, or I go, like to the end of the book to find out what happened at 
the end so I can put it in... so it makes sense so 1 know what happened in the 
middle cause of what happens at the end. [In science or math textbooks] if I don't 
understand h, I can ehher go to the dictionaty and look, like, a word up that I 
don't understand, or I'll ask the teacher or something. I usually have to reread 
something like on the computer, you know... I have to reread h. [But] words are 
words. 

I inferred that Stacy reread rarely and only for definhe purposes and if she was 

interested in the text. If she didn't understand the ending of a narrative, for example, she 

might retum to the middle of the stoty to search for clues. When reading informational 

text, she tended to rely on reference material, which could also include the teacher. She 

didn't mention rereading the section by substituting the definhions back into the sentence 

so that she would read the word in context. The reason she reread on the computer 

seemed to be because she "has to," indicating that to satisfy the requhement of the 

assigrunent, she was forced to reread it. Stacy pointed out that to her, words were the 

same whether they were presented in a tradhional format or through technology. Either 

way they can be comprehended in the same manner. She reread mostly when requfred 

and transferring this skill on paper is difficuh. 

Visualization 

It seems natural for small children to visualize. If they cannot picture what is 

happening in the text, there are usually picttires in their texts to supply clues and details. 

Teachers leam that the effect of a picture book extends beyond the printed words to the 

cover of the book, the illustrations, and even the texttire of the pages (Norton & Norton, 
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2003). As students progress through the grades, fewer illustrations appear in their books 

and more emphasis placed on the words to build understanding. Visualization can aid in 

young readers' processes of engaging with text and in building understanding of written 

passages. Stacy did not engage with much of her reading material, so visualization of 

such text did not seem to happen. If, however, she found the text interesting, she found h 

possible to visualize and to reread. She explained this process by sharing: 

With a boring book, h's kinda just like going over the words and wanting h to end 
(laugh) Maybe skip a few pages (laugh). But if h's interesting then I- then, uh, 
picture what it's like, you know, I back up know what h's saying and then it helps 
me to know what h's saying. You know and I can get done and understand h. 

Stacy used visualization to strengthen her understanding of interesting topics 

addressed in informational text. One book of interest was The Age of Inventions (Rossi, 

2002). Stacy explained the visualization strategy she used whh this book: 

Well, h's like when I read like when I was reading about inventions like the 
telephone, you know, cause back in the olden' days, when they were, like, 'Hi, 
can I help you?' (laugh) I just picture whatever I'm reading. I just picture that in 
my head, like, where they're at and how h would look like. I just in the age of 
inventions or whatever, and I'm, like, I tty to picture them really working on 
computers especially when I'm reading. Yeah [h builds meaning]. 

Stacy visualized the scene as if she had entered h. She imagined and participated 

m the conversations that occurred in a scene and this all helped to build understanding. 

Since The Age of Inventions (Rossi, 2002) is a picttire book, Stacy searched the 

illustrations for details that helped her visualize the scene she described. Whhout this 

support, I doubt that she would have had the context or prior knowledge for such 

visualization. If the book was only written with text and no pictures, Stacy probably 

would have lost interest and concentrated on decoding her way to the end quickly without 

engaging the text. 
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Asking the Author behind the Text 

As I read Rosenblatt's messages to educators (1938, 1978, 1990, 1994), I did not 

find any indication that students considered "at-risk" were incapable of transacting with 

text. My work over the years with stmggUng readers told me they needed someone or 

something tangible to focus on during the process of transaction. In math, teachers can 

provide manipulatives and observe how students work through a problem, but in 

language arts, the answer is often invisible. I thought about Stacy and her demand for 

reality. If she could talk to the author behind the text, even the "boring" text, perhaps the 

experience would become real to her and comprehension would grow. Rosenblatt's 

model of transaction seemed perfect to meet Stacy's needs—she just needed a little 

coaching and support to recognize what she was already doing when she was reading 

interesting text. She just needed to enhance this strength. 

Stacy was interested in real people and their achievements, and she was thfrsty for 

thefr knowledge. She was constantly comparing what real people did and said to her own 

opinions and behaviors. At ffrst Stacy didn't seem to realize that she communicated at all 

whh the authors of the articles she read, but after some thinking she said: 

Uh, h's usually when I'm reading about rock stars. Like people who are famous 
and they wrhe stuff down. They say something I reaUy didn't know... If there's 
something I really didn't understand - to see if there is something I have missed. 
Something I want. If I had a question, like, if I didn't understand somethin'. Like, 
why they wrote that—^what does h mean? Yeah, sometimes if I don't understand 
what they wrote, like, if they [are] just going to say something and they change 
the subject. 'Why did you do that? I don't get this. Like, I... I'd rather talk to the 
star [than to the interviewer]. 

Stacy could explain what happened in her head as she read those pop culture 

magazines, but stress needed to be minimized in order to keep the affective fiher open 
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while I questioned her (Richard-Amato, 1988). Stacy understood what to expect when 

she selected magazines, and she felt comfortable in her knowledge of pop culture. Stacy 

generated questions when she didn't accept or understand what an interviewer reported. 

She engaged to the point that she would like to pass up the opportunity to converse whh 

the author of the article, if opportunhy allowed, and talk directly to the pop star. The text 

became that real and personal to Stacy. I felt that if teachers used her interests to connect 

to other gemes that she did not find interesting, Stacy could leam to develop reading 

interests in muhiple areas. 

Thinking Aloud and Transacting with Informational Text 

Throughout the semester, I was curious to know if Stacy transacted whh 

informational text. I feh that questions referring to transacting whh "text" would be too 

abstract and that I could retrieve the same information by asking her questions targeting 

the author of the text. This techtiique could serve to sfrengthen Stacy's comprehension 

and help her to recognize her personal style of transaction. During the third interview I 

spread copies of a dozen informational picture books on the Ubraty desk. I asked Stacy to 

choose any book so that we could complete a reading activity. She chose A World of 

Imagination (Atkinson & Hodge, 2002). Not knowing if Stacy had ever participated in a 

think aloud strategy, I supplied support through questions that focused on her thinking 

process as she read aloud the section of her choice: 

The brain has special areas where information from the senses... information Unks 
together to produce new thoughts. Small pieces of information, things that have 
been brought to mind, are stored for a period of time in the front of the brain, 
(p. 10) 
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[/ am thinking] Um, how fast I'm.. I'm getting' it done. Like, I 'm not thinking 
about this, I 'mjust, like, go fast and good (laugh). Usually I have to reread these 
things.] Cause you haven 7 read this before]. Yeah, I saw that, (pointing to the 
diagram of the brain) I just picture in my mind. A brain. A girl with a brain. She's 
got all of the parts of her brain labeled and everything. 

Here Stacy demonstrated how she concentrated on the performance of her reading 

rather than on the meaning of the text she read. She decoded, which was her strategy of 

choice and how she viewed reading. 

When ttying to imagine a solution to a problem, these thought are available to be 
pulled out and put together to create a possible solution. Thought are generally 
divided into 2 types: conscious and subnoxious. [subconscious] Subconscious 
(giggle). Conscious thinking involves the thoughts and feelings of which we are 
aware, (p. 10) 

Now, I 'm thinking about see how I was going forward, (laugh) I saw all these 
words bunched together, you know, and I saw all these Cs andSs and I was, like, 
'Oh gosh!' (giggle) I saw all the words and I kind of freaked out. (giggle) 

No, [right now I am] not remembering, not right now. It all depends on what I 
wanna do. Like, if I wanna understand, I can understand it. 

Stacy still concentrated on decoding, and the fact that the text was unfamiliar 

made her concentrate on the letters of the text hself and the words in isolation. Yet she 

wanted me to know that she was in control and could fix h if she chose to understand it: 

Subconscious thought includes all the old memories, feelings, and ideas that are 
stored in the memoty banks of our minds. Sometimes we can see these through 
conscious and subconscious thought. For example, a writer or inventor might be 
accused of copying an idea from someone else. It could be in that, in the 
conscious mind, the thought was perceived to be a new one. But in the fact... in 
fact h was an idea that had been stored in the subconscious mind. (p. 1) 

]Theyare talking about...] Um, something about the brain ...stored in the back of 
their head. I don't really understand it. 

Stacy began attending to the meaning of the text but still didn't quhe understand. 

She was used to silently rehearsing what she read aloud and this was a reading without 
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prior rehearsal on an interesting, yet unfamiliar, topic. She was originally attracted to the 

text for its format rather than its content: 

Memories give rise to many of our thoughts. The imagination is stimulated by the 
world around us, and our memories of what has happened to us. We remember 
not only what we've thought, but things we've seen, heard, smelled, tasted, and 
touched. 

[I agree...] Yep. I think so.[I was thinking...] Um, I don't know. I was thinking 
how you, like, you remember what you think, you know what you see, you know 
what you smell and that's it. 

Memoty was something Stacy could relate to, and her prior knowledge was 

activated. She demonstrated that she was visually oriented when she browsed magazines: 

Now, for instance, the sttong memoty driver. Most people enjoy the smell of cut 
grass or sea breeze or the smell of cooking. 

Yum! Dirmer. (laugh). 

Stacy demonsfrated that she was connecting to her senses and life itself 

Is this because these things really do smell good or because they bring back happy 
memories? 

/ think it's because, well like, if you 're... like, for dinner, I don't remember 'Oh, I 
remember I ate spaghetti last night,' I remember, 'Mmmmm yummy. I want some 
spaghetti.' [You remember...] Yummmmm... Yeah and I didn't eat lunch. 

Dirmer the night before was a present memoty, and h was near the end of the day. 

Stacy demonstrated how life's experiences interplay with what we read and how we 

constmct the poem (Rosenblatt, 1938, 1995): 

The part of the brain that controls smell is connected to the part that deals with 
emotion. The mind often attaches a good or bad emotion to that particular smell. 
Depending on what happened to us when we were smelling h, the smell of 
disinfectant, for example, could be an unpleasant reminder of a vish to the 
hospital, (p. 11) 

/ was still thinking about dinner (laugh.) 
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Stacy shared with me that had not had lunch and her need to eat was affecting her 

abilhy to perform academically. All she could think about was food and going home to 

get h. 

Stacy demonstrated through thinking aloud what Rosenblatt (1978, 1994) meant 

when she stated that our prior experiences affect our comprehension. Stacy used her most 

comfortable strategy of decoding to problem solve text and to activate prior knowledge. 

Stacy became tense when she realized that this was an unfamiliar topic but she became 

more comfortable when she progressed to the part of the passage that involved memory. 

She relaxed and began to take risks. Constmction of new text mingled whh her sensoty 

memories and she made a life connection. 

Making Connections whh Text 

I asked Stacy to think about her classmates and how she could tell whether they 

were reading or just pretending to read. From her response to this question, I hoped to 

discover her perception of the reading behaviors of her classmates. I had noticed that 

Stacy often paused during sustained silent reading to gaze across the classroom. 

Umm... If they're NOT reading? Then they're probably not (giggle) lookmg at 
the page (giggle) And if (pause).. .1 can tell if because they're Uke looking and 
they're really interested and like I can tell by their eyebrows and their like 
mmmmuh (making a "serious" facial expression here) but I can usually tell if 
they're reaUy into h and they're really looking at h and concentrating on h. 

The Good Reader 

Stacy demonstrated awareness of her peers' reading behaviors, so I decided to 

take her a step fiirther by asking her to consider the qualhies of a good reader. To supply 
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context, I explained that what she had observed was how her classmates engaged with 

what they were reading. I added that some of her peers were probably good readers and 

others were not as proficient. I knew that Stacy considered herself a good reader and I 

was curious to discover how she would define this trait in others. She replied: 

A good reader.. you have to be interested in h to be a good reader. You have to 
want to, want to read. For one thing, going through a whole book fast and easily 
and you understand it again. [You see them.. .]Um, not in class,. .not at school I 
don't. Cause I think that the kids here have other things to do other than to wony 
about not like they're gorma read a book— t̂he majority of us. Um, I don't know. 
I don't really go home and sh dovra and read a book. I just don't. I'll sh down 
and read a magazine. But not vety many here (motioning to classmates) are good 
readers and want to read. 

Stacy did not appear to view her classmates as good readers because they were 

too busy to read a book. Having the interest to read a book seemed to differentiate the 

good readers from the poor ones. This was interesting since Stacy saw herself as a good 

reader—^although she herself had little interest in reading books. She was adamant that I 

understand that she read magazines rather than books, and once again I reminded her that 

reading magazines was considered reading. 

I asked Stacy if she considered her fiiends good readers since she didn't think of 

her classmates m Room 409 as good readers. She appeared unsure of her answer since 

reading was not a popular topic of conversation. Her comment reflected the thought that 

her fiiends composed a mixture of those who liked to read and those who didn't. She 

shared, "Um.. .1 don't really know. We don't, like, taUc about reading. Yeah, a couple of 

my friends do. But then others, like, say 'Ugh. I gotta read this.' Yeah. 'Ugh. Gotta read." 

Perhaps Stacy and her friends did not discuss reading assignments because they perceived 

the assignments as not connected to their lives or interests. Stacy suggested that her 
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fiiends were not motivated by what they would leam in their assignments, but viewed 

them as chores that "gotta" be done. 

I wondered if Stacy felt that good readers had to put forth less effort than less 

proficient readers did. I wondered if she perceived them as ever having to overcome 

challenges within the passages or if reading was a special talent that they somehow 

possessed. When asked about this, Stacy replied: 

No, [good readers do not get mixed up as they read] because that's kind of like 
you gotta understand that if they do, then, I guess they just reread it— t̂hat's 
probably the only thing you could do if you don't understand something. You just 
tty to reread it. 

To Stacy, good readers had a strategy for solving reading problems. They simply 

reread the passage until they understood h. She suggested that if you were a good reader, 

rereading was your only solution to solving reading problems. This response was a result 

the emphasis placed on rereading by at least one teacher. During the preceding month, 

Ms. Woodward had sfressed, on a daily basis, that rereading was important to attaining 

successful scores on the computer reading program. She then linked skills leamed in the 

computer program to success on the TAKS test. Stacy, it appeared, had concluded that 

readers must reread to make good scores, good scores meant passing the TAKS test, and 

in tum passing the TAKS test meant becoming a good reader. 

Perhaps, Stacy's analogy nested in the power Ms. Woodward held to influence 

Stacy's thoughts. Ms. Woodward was respected by her students because she respected 

them. This resulted in her students' desne please her. Stacy was no exception. 
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Rating Selfas a Reader 

How Stacy rated herself as a reader was important for the purpose of seeing how 

she perceived her efficacy and self-esteem. I knew that Ms. Woodward often told 

students that h was important that they see themselves as successful. The Uterature 

supports the fact that self-esteem is fragile for this age group, particularly for the 

StmggUng reader (Allen, 2000; Wiles & Bondi, 2002). I asked Stacy to rate herself as a 

reader on a scale of one to ten, with one representing a poor reader and ten representing a 

great reader: 

[I would be a] Nine! Mmm, mmm [yes] Because like I said, I'm really good at 
reading books and if I'm not interested in h then I can go... then I, I kind of like 
have to go back and forth and back and forth but if I'm interested I can read 
sfraight through it. Um I just think I'm a really good reader. I can read fast and I 
know words and I can say and just go right, like right through h, like whh tone of 
voice and then I can [feel the mood]. 

As a personal qualification, Stacy felt that her speed and fluency in pronouncing 

words correctly eamed her high marks as a good reader. This reminded me of her early 

reading days when her father was supportive of her recognition of the letters of the 

alphabet in a picture book. Even then Stacy wanted to please people whh her reading 

performance. This positive reinforcement, combined vdth the emphasis on phonics in her 

early reading experiences, formed Stacy's foundation for a personal definhion of herself 

as a reader. Her determination to rehearse the passages she plarmed to read out loud by 

making sure she read with expression added to her concept of reading whh perfection. It 

was only when she wasn't interested that her mind wandered and she had to "go back and 

forth"—h was then that her performance slipped from perfection. 
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Life Connections 

Near the end of the study, Stacy and I discussed ways to increase comprehension. 

She complained that if she was not interested in an assignment, her eyes took in the 

words but she failed to remember the meaning of the passage. It was important input to 

the study, she feh, to share that she was often unable to retain information from a reading 

passage unless she could find a connection to her personal life—a limhation that was 

perplexing to her. Her limited interests interfered with her academic advancement. Yet, if 

assignments didn't cormect to her interests, she feh she wouldn't remember then content: 

Unless, unless h's related to me like the horoscope and the stuff in Seventeen. I 
like to read that, the YM and what happens to these people. I don't [know about 
them other than what is printed]. I just like to look at their names and I read what 
they wrote. Some people do TV and radio. I listen to music and sometimes they're 
in there. 

Stacy further connected to pop culture through surveys in the magazines she read. 

She seemed to regard feedback from the surveys as interesting information to be weighed 

against her own thoughts. One survey entitled "Are you picky?" was already completed 

when Stacy discovered h. Rather than moving on to other text, Stacy read and studied the 

answers filled in by a peer and compared them to her own life—much as she compared 

the lifestyles of pop culture teens to her own life. In reference to the survey I asked her, 

"Do you agree with the answers?" "NO," she answered whh a smile, and continued to 

read. She seemed to be motivated to read the other student's opinions, but was not really 

swayed by them. The comparison between her life and the other reader's life was both 

entertaining and informational. Stacy reflected that her interests were bound by personal 

life cormections: 
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[I am interested] only if h relates to me, and my life. Um... if it does, then I tty to 
compare it, I guess. If it doesn't, then I just... 1 like to know about other people 
and everything, like, compare theh life to mine. 

Stacy's theme was one of connections and reality. To engage her, she had to be 

interested in text, and that engagement created avenues of connection to her life and the 

world. She wanted authentic learning about real events and real people so that she could 

connect them to her life. This was evident in her comments about the picture book on 

inventions and h held tme for peeking into another student's response to a survey. 

School Coimections 

Not only was I interested m how Stacy's life outside of school connected to her 

life in the classroom, but I wanted to explore how Stacy took the lessons from school and 

applied them to her living environment and her future dreams. Walker and Sprague 

(1999) assert that h is imperative to develop academic competence and community 

support in coUaboration with the school, so that students connect to both the school and 

the community. To accomplish this task from the perspective of the school Taylor and 

Nesheim (2001) place the responsibility of providing meaningful and interesting lessons 

on the shoulders of educators. Stacy did not see a great amount of effort expended on the 

part of her content area teachers. 

Stacy viewed her content area assignments as assignments that seldom carried 

over to her interests. She saw her Ufe as a student separate from her life as the teenager 

who was planning to someday have her own magazine. Thus, she saw relevance in topics 

that fiirthered her interests in wrhing and reading stories: 
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Some of h [relates to school]. I really don't like to read histoty stuff, but I'm real 
good in English and the writing and everything and reading stories. I'm good in 
Ms. Woodward's class. 

Although Stacy did not enjoy the subject of histoty, she did agree to read some of 

the short tradebook. The Age of Inventions (Rossi, 2002). Always willing to assist with 

the study, Stacy took this assignment vety seriously and immediately began to survey the 

book, looking through pictures, and finally settling on a stoty about the invention of the 

automobile. After reading the text, she retumed to studying the pictures of the fashions of 

the day. She commented that she liked looking at the fashions of the 1900s. Noting the 

differences from modem fashions, she armounced, "Just like the movies!" 

As she read about Edison and the invention of the telephone, she referred to the 

text, then to the pictures, and then to the text again. "Telephones. . I 'm a girl. I like to 

know how they are invented and stuff," she quipped. Eventually, having had her fill of 

histoty, Stacy placed the book on her desk and began to read a magazine. This incident 

showed me that even within a subject area she considered uninteresting and disconnected 

to her life, Stacy still managed to make some Ufe connections by studying the clothing. 

Stacy loved fashion. From the fashions she connected to cars, machines, etc., comparing 

this new information to her current situation. 

Finding few school connections herself, Stacy feh she could advance my sttidy by 

sharing what she didn't like about the ninth grade curriculum. She shared her feelings 

about another content area subject—science: 

I don't Uke to do science ehher. Well, yeah, I do like science; I just don't Uke to 
read all those big old words (laugh). Tty to make h interesting. Like, I'll make h 
something else for that section or something. ft'U be, like, mbbings or fiiction. I'll 
mb my feet on the carpet - something fiin. Or when the teacher gives examples 
you want to know what happens and have somethin' cool, explosions and stuff. 
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Stacy feh more connected to magazines than to newspapers, which she admitted 

to reading just to satisfy course requirements. There was one vivid moment, however, 

when I saw a direct connection between Stacy and the text in the newspaper. It was the 

day of an assembly where prisoners came to school in hopes of convincing students to 

obey the law and stay away from a life of crime. After the assembly, Stacy's class met 

briefly, and Ms. Woodward passed out newspapers to enjoy during the shortened period. 

After a few minutes, Stacy shared: 

I only read one stOty.... It's the same people we saw in the assembly. I saw h and 
I said, "That's the same guy we saw." 

Tme to her reading habits, Stacy then folded up the newspaper and retrieved a 

magazine, ending the period by browsing through ads, pausing at a perfiime page and 

sniffing its contents. As the bell rang, Stacy studied a mascara advertisement before 

closing the magazine and returning it to hs place. 

Cormecting to the Format 

One component of magazines that seemed to attract Stacy's interest was the 

familiarity of the format. She knew that each magazine had several things to offer her: 

stories about mteresting people that she saw on the television or heard on the radio, 

informational articles about the latest fashion and beauty products, and colorful pages of 

tempting products. In other words, Stacy was attracted to not only the contents, but the 

format of the magazines she read. One of the informational picture books that I placed on 

the chalkboard tray for students to enjoy had a format vety similar to the magazines that 
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enticed Stacy. After a quick search of what was available, Stacy opened the book and 

began to browse hs content: 

It's colorful, and, like, it makes you want to pick h up. Yeah, definitely...yeah 
'Cause h, like, gets your attention and they stand out, and you're like, 'Hmm!' 
(laugh) 

Stacy demonstrated her attraction to visuals in her selection of reading materials, 

often to the point of risking disciplinaty action. During sustained silent reading, she chose 

to read a section of the magazine Extra that was printed on purple paper whh white print. 

Although the section was short and the magazine offered other articles printed on white 

paper with black ink, she studied the purple page at length. As Ms. Woodward began a 

test preparation lesson, Stacy would "sneak read" the magazine, placing h in her lap and 

using the purple page as a reference or a bookmark. I believe h was the color and format 

of specific magazines that triggered Stacy's desire to investigate every other magazine 

offered to her classmates. 

TactUe-Kinesthetic Connections 

One reading behavior students exhibited throughout the study was a cormection to 

text through tactile-kmesthetic behavior, e.g., touching reading materials, school supplies, 

or body parts while reading. As students relaxed whh theh sustained silent reading 

materials, I would observe them tracking words across a colunm or touching details in a 

picture. As they flipped pages in a browsing action, they often tapped a pencil or mbbed 

their wrist. This physical action seemed to serve different purposes for different students, 

but all participated in kinesthetic behaviors as they read and studied. 
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For Stacy this activhy seemed to be an avenue to contemplation. Perfiime ads 

were particularly interesting to Stacy perhaps because they often offered her the 

opportunity to participate with the text by sampling the scent. Her behavior during a 

moming SSR experience exhibited kinesthetic movement during her usual browsing 

routine. She browsed the columns on the pages, attending carefully to the left side of each 

page and scanning the right side. As she progressed through the magazine, she smelled all 

available perfume ads before continuing to browse, pausing at familiar columns such as 

"Star Track" and "Lifestyle." She studied the pictures and theh captions, all the while 

vwth both hands on the page. 

On another occasion, I noticed Stacy browsing a YM magazine that contained an 

article encouraging the reader to role play vishing a spa. After reading h intently she 

advanced to a stoty enthled "Wise Guys," where she settled her attention for several 

minutes. As she engaged with the text, she exhibhed the same movements that I noted in 

my field notes. She placed her fist against her mouth, chewed on a finger, popped her 

chewing gum, and moved her face close to the text to better examine the boxed dialogue. 

Even later, she studied an ad during preparation for another benchmark test. The test 

involved math computations along whh reading for details. I noted that she tapped her 

pencil on the ad as she searched for facts and made decisions regarding computations. 

At the end of the semester, I noticed kinesthetic activity as Stacy worked through 

a reading test on the computer. The text was a high interest informational passage on the 

topic of marijuana. She chewed gum, folded her hands, played with her hair, and 

squnmed as she read. She tihed her head and began to track the written text with her 
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finger, quit fracking, and began to select answers. Although she missed several questions, 

she didn't slow her speed. 

Watching Stacy read and browse a magazine was like observing a diner sample 

unfamiliar hems on a menu. She experienced pictures and advertisements through her 

senses. Perfume is meant to be smelled and pictures encourage touching. As Stacy 

transacted with the text and its supplements, she devoured the information h contained in 

relaxed contemplation. Stacy traced words on pages as she read unfamiliar text, as if 

recording their sounds in her brain. As she pondered her thoughts, chewing on pencils or 

popping her gum helped her focus on the messages of the printed page. Stacy needed the 

auditoty and the kinesthetic stimulation much as a small child does when learning to 

read. Just as she was reading in a word-by-word pattem that emerging readers employ, 

Stacy displayed her need for kinesthetic sampling to cormect to the text and maintain her 

interest. Her actions were probably subconscious, and had existed since she began her 

reading career. Movement was as reassuring as it was stimulating, and it freed Stacy's 

thoughts while helping her build understanding. 

Cormecting to ReaUty in Text 

A common theme in my study was the participants' interest in reality. For Stacy, 

reality was grounded in local events and reports in magazines and newspapers. She 

seldom mentioned technology or media in her search for reality. It was interesting that 

her passion for clothes and beauty aids designed to disguise reality often conflicted in her 

search for reality in text. The newspaper was a challenge for Stacy, not because of hs 

reading level, but because of hs lack of glitz and fashion. Still she sought materials that 
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could fill her appetite for her definition of reality. One day during sustained silent reading 

I asked her why she was so atfracted to "Dear Abby" and she explained: 

1 think a lot of us like to read for reality like 'Dear Abby.' A lot of us read 'Dear 
Abby' or, like, the current things that goes on, and, like, there's really no 
interesting kind of things in the newspaper, but if we were to pick anything, like, 
we would probably all pick a magazine cause we want to know something that 
interests us, like, boys, like, pick guns and stuff, and we always pick hair, (laugh) 

It appeared that Stacy and her fiiends chose to read for the reaUty of theh culture 

if given a choice. They wanted to be beautiful so they chose text that gave them 

information on beauty and fashion. They were hungry for teen social behavior, and this 

need could be filled through magazines or catalogues rather than in stuffy textbooks. 

"Dear Abby" solved problems about dating and other relationships, and few other items 

in a newspaper held her interest. 

In my movements about the classroom, I couldn't help but notice the prolific note 

writing and sophisticated note passing pattems that occurred daily. Note passing, if 

reported, could mean punishment, but the students seemed oblivious to the fact that I 

could coUect the notes and give them to the teacher. Boys were often included in the note 

passing, but they didn't engage in the wrhing of notes, at least not outwardly. One day 

Stacy and a boy discussed a note as they arrived for class. Stacy began to read the note 

written in muhicolored ink. The boy next to her asked to read h. She folded h and shoved 

h in her sweatshirt pocket, stating fu-mly, "No, h's not for you!" Later, Stacy explained 

some of the note writing culture: 

I don't know. We probably don't do [the colorful decorating] for any other 
reason besides that we're bored. We don't.. .don't have anything else to do so we 
just color 'em. Like, today I'm sure you've seen tiiem (hidden) in the newspaper, 
and then us over here going... (gesturing note passing process)Yeah (laugh) I 
gotta tell my fiiends what happened in first period rather than worrying about h. 
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Yeah, yeah [it's like a newspaper account], 1 save all of my notes. [They say] 'Did 
you see that fight at lunch?' or 'How am I gonna do my hair tomorrow?' or 'What 
did you make on your histoty exam?'—just stuff like that. Sometimes [I wony 
about getting caught]. Sometimes, like, when I'm wrhing letters or numbers, and 
we'll put a heading at the top of h and we'll start.. we won't put the name. We'll 
just vmte the letter and then put the name and fold it real quick so you're, like, 
.. .(laugh) We do have them in code, too. We kind of shorten 'em up, Uke, 'your', 
like, 'ur' and stuff like that. Like, 'up' whh an arrow and they do little things 
like... Um, [L kept them] through seventh-eighth grade. Some have boxes of 
them. [I have] shoe boxes of them. Sometimes when I'm bored I'U open 'em up 
and read 'em. 

Stacy said she used the notes to connect to her past friendships and life. As she 

reread old notes she observed how her feelings changed, but she did not use the notes to 

help predict the fiiture because she lived for "today." 

Advice for Teachers 

Stacy had definhe suggestions on this vital topic. First of all, Stacy felt that the 

one-on-one attention of reviewing information with a teacher was most helpful. Large 

group instmction was not as effective as the time that was spent in small group lessons 

targeting a specific reading problem: 

Maybe read to [a stmggUng reader would help] I guess you would just.. .1 don't 
know. Go over h with him, kind of just like, reread that whole book—or not that 
whole book, but like pages whh him or, like, if they're havin' a hard time 
soundin' things out, like if h's reading big words say 'em out, Uke, slowly, and I 
don't really know. Really all h is- is if you want to read then you can. I don't 
think they [teachers] usually do anything [in the classroom]. I don't know why I 
think so. (giggle) Whenever they're teaching about, like, books and stuff? Um, 
usuaUy [h's helpfiil] if they'll like say, a summary kinda of h. Like, they'll tell 
you a little bh what h's about, and you read h and you know it, what h's about. 

Her second piece of advice regarded teacher highlighting or overviews. Stacy feh 

that when a teacher provided a summaty as an advanced organizer, h was helpful to 

StmggUng readers. Just as a libraty with hs muhiple genres of information can be 
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overwhelming to a stmggUng reader, a reading passage can also be overwhelming whh 

all of the information contained in the various paragraphs. The support from an overview 

provides the stmcture and organization with smaller unhs of information that is 

comforting to a stmggUng reader. I felt Stacy's recognition of this problem and her 

solution to be vety insightful. 

Stacy continued her message to teachers by emphasizing the need for 

understanding teen behavior. She realized that asking for help was difficuh for all 

adolescents but for stmggUng readers, h was even a more senshive area. Stacy had not 

studied the messages of researchers like Irvin (1996) who urges educators to develop an 

understanding of adolescent behavior in an attempt to address the needs of their students 

and in hopes of reducing the "risk" factor. She was not aware of Goodlad (1984), who 

asserts that there is a decrease in self-image during the adolescent years, and when this 

happens Bintz (1993) finds that students lose interest in school. What she did know, 

however, was that there a problem among students who are considered at-risk that 

involves having the courage to ask for help. Stacy recognized this need in her peers and 

felt that it was one of the most important messages she could share. 

Stacy continued her thoughts by discussing the relevance of discussions. Her 

philosophy agreed with Rosenblatt's premise (1990) that teachers need to remember to 

have discussions whhin the framework of their lessons so that students can interact and 

show what they know. Stacy echoed these thoughts as we chatted about effective ways to 

help StmggUng readers. She feh that students listening to students ask questions 

communicated that evetyone has something they don't understand the most effective 
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arena for this to happen, in this case, was through the power of large group interaction. 

She explained the importance of large group interaction when she stated: 

I think h's better in a large group because after you get a person goin' and askin', 
like, stuff, like, ask a simple question, just, like, even if you know the answer. 
What I usually do is, like, we have, like, a big ol' circle and I'll ask something 
stupid and evetybody else'll be like 'Oh yeah!' and they'll start askin' questions. I 
can guarantee you once someone goes, the rest can go. Well, [if they tease] I'd 
just let them laugh because they all know they got questions like that, so.. and 
they do! They ask questions similar to mine and they don't care. If you don't get 
it, you need to ask someone. They usually don't. 

Stacy showed her courage and understanding when opening up a large group 

question-and-answer session. I observed her doing this several times, and she became the 

person who motivated her peers to look at what they didn't know and tty to find the 

answers. Through this behavior, I also saw Stacy creating a bonding experience in her 

classroom. Ms. Woodward recognized something different in her third period class. She 

told me those students were focused and ready to leam more about reading. In reflection, 

I wonder if Stacy played a major role in this large group cohesiveness. As a means of 

mentoring and seeking clarification in the content area classes, Stacy had her own method 

of peer support by questioning, even if she knew the answer. She found this especially 

effective in classes where the teacher tended to go too fast—classes like Algebra: 

I don't do that a lot [of asking questions just to get others to ask]. I just do h if 
somebody Uke... (thinking) I usually do h in Algebra at the board and she'll be 
going so fast I'll say 'Can you slow down?' I don't do that a lot. I just do h if 
somebody like... (thinking) I usually do h in Algebra at the board and she'll be 
going so fast I'll say 'Can you slow down?' 

Stacy seemed to recognize that part of peer support depended on timing. Perhaps 

h was her bent for drama that gave Stacy a sense of understanding her peers and knowing 
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how to ask for help with finesse. I couldn't help but think what a great teacher Stacy 

could make someday. 

Her last suggestion regarded students taking control of theh own reading lives. 

She feh that students need to ask for help, even if they risk "looking stupid" in the eyes of 

their peers. She knew they could do this because she did it on a daily basis. She asked 

questions and attended tutorials. Stacy shared: 

I don't think they ask for help cause they don't want to look stupid. Like, in 
reading, if somebody, if one person says h maybe the rest of them will speak up. 
But usually people don't want to ask, especially in algebra, (laughing) I don't like 
to ask. (role playing comments from peers and using a mocking tone) 'We leamed 
this in 4*̂  grade!' 'Just kidding! Okay I'm sorry!' Yeah, usually h's [usually what 
the kids say] I don't know why people don't ask, but they should. Yeah. Try to 
get help from the teacher. Go in to tutorials! I go to tutorials evety single day 
untU 5:00! 

When Stacy shared this advice, I remember thinking, "What a wise person!" I 

reaUzed that for some students asking for help was a control issue. Life, including life at 

school was so out of control that for survival, many students had to be in charge of then 

own lives. Asking for help might translate to "losing face" and that was just too much to 

ask. For this reason, I feel that tutorials must be made "user fiiendly" and self-esteem 

building. This would mean that students might have a say in the design of the tutorials. 

A Reading Room 

I retumed to the field she in late May after I discovered I had not asked Stacy to 

describe her perfect reading room. She was absent the day I asked the others this 

question, and I wanted to include her ideas in this study. As we began the interview, she 

was exched. Stacy had thought about this question and was eager to share her thoughts: 
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Okay. It would be bright and colorful, so that evetybody got their attention to it 
and evetybody would look towards that way and want to go see what h is about. It 
would be... um.... [It would have] like bright orange and bright pink and lime 
green. And lots of designs, like little swirly things, like [draws abstract design in 
air with hands; laughs 

And maybe, like, in the middle there would be a big table where 
evetybody could read as a group. And then, like all around, where all the 
bookshelves are, would be little sections and beanbags where you could sit and 
read by yourself They'd be big fluffy chairs. Like big, um, fiiny chairs, you 
know? Like fliny orange or something... They'd be comfortable. It [the floor] 
would be carpet, so that you could lay on it if there wasn't enough seats, and h 
would be fluffy... PINK carpet. 

The use of bright colors on the walls, comfortable chairs, and pink carpet 

reflected Stacy's social nature and flare for style. Pulling it all together is a community 

table where the student population could assemble for group reading. Here, Stacy's ideas 

reflect what Rosenblatt (1938, 1990, 1994) asserts in her theory of transactional. Students 

need to share and learn from other students rather than solely in isolation. In groups, they 

can motivate each other, and as Stacy pointed out, the questions they ask stimulate 

discussion while serving to communicate the reality that evetyone has questions. 

Vygotsky (1978) stated that what students leam with assistance today they will be able to 

do independently tomorrow. Stacy's reading room, with hs sense of community, allows 

for this possibility. She continued by explaining: 

... And evetybody'd want to come see, and all the.. all the waUs would be 
bookshelves, so... [It would have] all kinds of books. Fiction, nonfiction, all kinds 
of books. I'd [have bookshelves and] make one of them magazines, and then like 
maybe half of the wall would be dictionaries and thesaumses. 

Reference materials were available, including maps, dictionaries, and 

thesaumses. There were also bookshelves housing a variety of texts. By including 

reference materials in her design, Stacy demonstrated that stmggUng readers appreciate a 

place to go for answers independently. As I walked around the room throughout the 
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semester, I noted that students were not opposed to using reference materials as long as 

they were interested in the subjects they were investigating. In addition to reference 

materials, Stacy saw the need for her pop culture magazines—especially a special one: 

There would be the Stacy magazine. [Laughs] And magazines about just 
fragrances... [and]... Um, magazines that, um... I don't know. I'd have travel 
magazines so you could know where you were going. And maps; I'd have maps 
in there. All kinds of stuff. 

Stacy's proclivity for reading magazines and sampling fragrances was reflected in 

her reading room where an entire bookshelf was devoted to magazines, including one 

called Stacy. There would be travel magazines for those, like Stacy, who wanted to fravel 

because students needed to make cormections between what they read and then personal 

lives. Some of the tools in her reading room included computers. Stacy explained: 

Uh, I don't know [about technology]. Maybe. Maybe a little bh, but I want it to 
be, like, fiin. Like, where all kinds of kids go to give them something else to do. 
Some computer games 'cause you can read... when you concentrate on it. Like, 
you, if you think and focus on something, h'll kind of help you to focus on. We 
would have headphones. So if you wanted to listen to music, you could. If you 
didn't, you wouldn't have to. 

Stacy didn't seem to feel that technology would be a driving force in her reading 

room, although she did see the need for music for those who wanted to Usten through 

headphones, and there would be games with books accompanying them because "h will 

help you to focus on reading." Thus, Stacy also recognized the need to stimulate the 

auditOty learner. 

Most of all, Stacy wanted her room to be a room where "evetybody'd want to 

come." She looked at what sttidents enjoyed, tapped into their interests, met them in their 

own culture, and incorporated what she had observed into her reading room. She took 

what she found effective for herself and added to h in her attempt to share h with others. 
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One item she did not see as beneficial was worksheets because she didn't connect them to 

reading, she explained: 

Um... No [worksheets]. This is for reading. Yeah, you'd have to write down 
what you read. Like, what you read, how much you read, and where you stopped. 
And then you could even continue onto that, 'cause you'd have to read for a 
certain amount of time, like 30 minutes at least. The teacher would probably have 
to ask questions. 

Stacy saw no need for worksheets because "this room is for reading." She hinted 

that worksheets were not equated with reading and her concept of reading didn't include 

traditional drill and skill. Tradhional approaches had not worked for Stacy and her peers 

in the past, so she challenged the purpose of using them to increase reading skills. Stacy 

feh that conversing with the teacher regarding what students read was more profitable. 

Atwell's (1998) approach to the reading workshop includes the dining room table 

where students share what they read with each other and the teacher. It is her premise that 

this conversational sharing increases comprehension and time spent reading with a 

purpose. Stacy saw the necessity of sustained silent reading when she stated that each 

student would have to read "30 minutes at least," and she suggested that there was a need 

to have an accountability system in place where "you'd have to write down what you 

read." Stacy saw a need for students to be accountable and did not complain about 

v^iting in her joumal. I feh that, if encouraged to respond on a regular basis, the students 

in the remedial reading class would develop a stronger affinity for writing as they were 

demonstrating whh reading. This would help in building comprehension. 

By asking Stacy to design a reading room, I was asking her to transfer the reading 

strategies that worked for her and apply them to what might work for other stmggUng 

students. I was also looking at her suggestions for improving what she feh did not work. 
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Concluding Remarks 

Stacy was a nurturer, which was evident soon after 1 met her. She announced 

immediately after my presentation about the study that she intended to participate. In 

interview sessions, she paused from time to deliberate before answering as if she was 

speaking not only for herself but also for her peers. Her passion for pop culture and 

fashion consumed her reading time in the classroom, and she searched articles and 

advertisements that would keep her up to date. Although Stacy mentioned that she liked 

fiction more than nonfiction, she never brought her Uterature selections to class during 

the semester. Rather, she chose to read magazines and stories in the newspaper. 

At the beginning of the study, I asked the participants a series of questions 

designed to elicit knowledge d of what sfrategies they employed while reading 

informational text (Appendix D). Stacy indicated that she seldom thought about other 

things while she read but she questioned the author most of the time. She reported that 

she always reread for information as well as always used visualization to build meaning. 

When she encountered confiising parts of a passage, she seldom skipped over h and she 

read as rapidly as possible most of the time. 

I wondered if Stacy was cognizant of the strategies she used in sustained silent 

reading. It was during this time that Stacy could experience a limited self-selection of 

reading materials. She recalled why she used particular strategies over the semester, and I 

had noted her use of others as I observed her in class. At the end of the study, I asked her 

to paint a picture with words describing how she approached reading and problem solved 

text. Stacy explained her thoughts by stating: 
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All right, for a magazine or something like that, like, beauty or tips or everything I 
usually don't have a problem with having to go back and reread h, and read it. In 
a book is when I have problems, like, especially ones I'm not interested in cause 
I'll probably just skip over it cause 1 want to get done with the book. But if I 
don't understand everything, I'll usually go back to either to, like, the first page 
cause that's like the introduction, you know, and you know how old that she is 
and whatever, and stuff like that. And if 1 can't get it from there, then I'll re-read 
the first two pages in front of that if I don't understand. So, basically I reread it, 
and if I can't reread it, then I just ask someone, like, if they get it and then I'll go 
on. [I usually go to] um, a teacher, maybe, or a person reading the same book 
who's gotten farther than me. 

The fact that she usually didn't have to reread the material if she was interested in 

it was not too siuprising when I considered that Stacy usually chose material in which she 

had a good foundation of prior knowledge, namely pop culture. It appeared that Stacy 

was trying to make progress with the issue of rereading—at least she knew how to 

describe rereading. Stacy's description expanded on Ms. Woodward's mini-lessons in 

class, and I wondered if part of her knowledge came from the after school tutorials she 

attended. If rereading failed her, however, she was not opposed to using a backup plan of 

asking for help from a fiiend or her teacher. The fact that she included a backup plan was 

interesting. She was aware of the strength of peer tutoring and expert help, but h made 

me wonder if she didn't quhe tmst the strategy of rereading to build understanding. 

At the end of the semester, students in Ms. Woodward's room took a second 

benchmark test for diagnostic purposes. Stacy's strategic approach to the text indicated 

that that she had a system in place for highlighting. Fnst, she highlighted what she 

considered important information in an advertisement after which she proceeded to 

highlight portions of the text as she read h. She progressed to the questions then 

highlighted without stopping to read the words in the passage. Her last activity was to 

make her answer selections and upon completion, she tumed the test over and put her 
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hands in her lap. Her score showed that she doubled her previous score, moving from a 

20% to a 40%. However, the test was the same test given before, so students had been 

exposed to the passages. Stacy's school records showed reflected that Stacy was 

considered at-risk since fourth grade because of her grade level equivalency and 

standardized test scores in reading. She had attended summer school and after school 

tutorials in an intervention plan. 

I feh Stacy was my cheerieader in this study. She made h known that my purpose 

for attending her class was important to her and to her classmates. Her exchement was 

contagious and although I chose to tutor any student who needed help, Stacy used the 

time we shared together not only as a tutorial, but as a welcome chance to share her 

thoughts. Stacy thought deeply before she answered each question and liked to know m 

advance what questions to consider for the next interview. She liked to perform and she 

liked to rehearse, as was evident in her reading behaviors. But more than that, Stacy liked 

to be prepared and that meant doing a thorough job in whatever task she performed. For 

these reasons, I felt that I could rely on Stacy's information—h was being heartfeh and 

considerate. 

Although Stacy could not represent evety stmggUng adolescent reader, she did 

provide a vital link in my study. She allowed me to look deeply and dfrectly into her 

thoughts. She shared herself, and I leamed that for Stacy reading is all about 

connections—cormections to prior knowledge, to her culture, and most of all, to her 

interests. I feh that if she was exposed to these aspects of herself along with becoming 

aware of her reading strengths, her growth as a reader would improve. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CASE 3: JUNIOR 

Introducing Junior 

Junior, a charismatic Afiican-American teenager, was a basketball enthusiast who 

read everything available on the sport. He was a master of basketball trivia and as I 

observed in his classroom, he often shared new findings in the sports section of the 

newspaper with me by signaling that he needed help. He not only studied mles of the 

game and plays, but Junior focused on the top players and memorized important facts of 

their lives. He didn't seem to realize that others, specifically me, might not understand 

when he discussed the game, and so I soon found it necessaty to explain that I needed 

help understanding the terms he used so proficiently. He would slow down and explain, 

always with a broad grin and patient understanding. Junior loved the one-on-one attention 

that the interviews provided and he always came ready to discuss how teachers could best 

help a StmggUng reader. Junior's interviews were packed with elaborations and, 

regretfully, I found myself mnning out of time before we could cover all the topics that 

he needed to share. He was labeled "at-risk" because of his ethnichy and because he was 

a special education student. Junior, who preferred to always read aloud, was a sincere and 

unforgettable young man. 

At the beginning of the study, I asked Junior to draw a picture illustrating what 

most textbooks look like (Figure 6.1). He placed lines of written text without pictures and 

under the heading of "What is easy about this kind of textbook?" he wrote "nothing." 

Junior's comment regarding the question "What is hard about this kind of textbook?" was 
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the simply "everything." On the backside of the paper, I asked Junior to design a 

tertbook, and his idea is contained in Figure 6.2. 

What most textbooks look like 

What is easy about this kind of textbook 

Of vkW^nJ 

What is haid about this kind of textbook 

Figure6.I: Junior's sketch: What a textbook looks like; what makes h easy or hard. 
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How I would design a textbook 

What is easy about my design pf this textbook 

What is hard about the design of this texAook 

Figure 6.2: Junior's sketch: How I would design a textbook. 
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I noticed that Junior drew a series of three stick figures with accompanying two 

word labels for each figure. Junior found his design easy and explained "You can flow to 

h." He also commented that his textbook contained information about real people and 

there was nothing "hard" about his design. His drawings reflected how he responded to 

informational textbooks. As a special education student, his content area textbooks 

appeared complicated and above his reading level. He wanted to read about people who 

lived in his lifetime. His drawing reflected his reading interests. 

As with the other participants, I first began our research relationship by discussing 

his early reading experiences. As I listened, I encountered a student, who stmggled whh 

reading, but refused to give up. 

Early Reading 

Junior credited his family for his interest in reading from his pre- school years. 

His mother read to him and quizzed him daily after kindergarten and first grade. His 

cousin, Sam, taught him to set goals in his reading experience, and at the time of the 

study. Junior passed on the torch by teaching his younger nephew to read. In this excerpt. 

Junior discussed his early reading experiences: 

[My mother] would, um, like when we, like when I'd get ready to go to bed she 
would read, she would read me a bedtime stoty and sometimes I would, like, just 
want to read, want to read so much that I would pick up and leam from her 'cuz 
one time she had read to me and I, and I had remembered everything she had read 
and so, and so I remembered everything she had read. I read h back to her and 
she had noticed that I had, that I had the book upside down. 

Whh great tendemess in his voice, Junior shared a stoty of his mother reading to 

him. It was obvious that the experience provided a warm experience in his memoty. He 
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remembered the desire to read a desire he still carries. Perhaps because h was a regular 

routine and because his mother applauded him for his efforts. Junior began to associate 

reading with an oral experience to be shared whh others. The humorous experience of 

reading back to his Mom, but holding the book upside down, must have become a family 

stoty, as h was so easy for Junior to recall. His reflection highlights the emotional bond 

that develops between parent and child through the early reading experience. Junior could 

remember his favorite fradhional tale and adapt hs lesson to his awareness as a teen. He 

did so v^th his special sense of humor: 

[I remember] The Three Little Pigs, umm... Three Bears and Goldilocks and the 
Three Bears, umm... (long pause) umm... the bear. The Berenstain Bears. And 
umm (long pause).. .that's about it. My all time favorite, I'd say, that 
umm.. .Goldilocks. Goldilocks and the Three Bears. [If I read h today the lesson I 
would remember would be] that she didn't have to mn out the woods, she didn't 
have to mn out the window. She just could've just stayed there and told the 
bears- told- them that 'I accidentally ran into your house' and ate your porridge 
and slept in your bed. (laugh) They would probably have said nothin'. They 
would've just ate her. 

Junior and I laughed over the message he had for Goldilocks. The term "all time 

favorite" became a label that Junior and I used to communicate degrees of satisfaction 

throughout the study. 

Umm, I think when I could read... I, I didn't start reading until, like, I was in 
(pause) about kindergarten or 1^ grade. My mom teach me evety day. I'd come 
home from kindergarten she would help me learn to pronounce words and stuff so 
I could read... around kindergarten or fu-st grade. Oh well, since I've been coming 
to school, you know, I like school and sometimes reading is kind of fim for me 
and sometimes h's kind of boring to me, too. 

His mother continued to support him as he started public school, and this helped 

to sustain his motivation when he stmggled. He participated in a Distar program as he 

learned to read, and he remembered school as being entertaining whh a frace of boredom. 
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In recent years, he recalled the book Holes (Sachar, 1998). He recalled the 

experience as entertaining when he shared, " We read this book called Holes and I Uked 

that book, ft was kind of a funny book so I kind of liked to read more about Holes during 

the 8* grade year." He connected to h because of its humor, because a Texas author 

wrote it, and h is set in West Texas. Several of the students mentioned reading Holes last 

year and all remembered the book with fondness. Another enjoyable reading experience 

that Junior recalled was reading with his nephew: 

And when I'm reading [with my nephew like my cousin did with me], he, like, 
when I read to him, he, like, askes questions. Well, you know, um.. .um, oh yeah. 
He'll ask me, cause I was reading The Three Little Pigs to him, 'Well, what did 
the second little piggy do when (inaudible)? What did the second littie piggy 
do?'—stuff like that. And I was, like, 'Well, you know, he went to his brother's 
house, the one in the brick house.' So he says he wants to leam how to read and 
stuff like that. We read The Three Little Pigs, to him in sections. Right now 
we're on the last piggy cause I read to him and all that. 

These Ufe lessons and his mother's mentoring became a responsibility not to be 

taken Ughtly. His early reading experiences were one of his "all time favorite" memories. 

Defining Reading 

Goodman and Marek (1996) believe that students' ideas of the readmg process are 

guided by the model through which they are taught, ft is likely that in his special 

education classes. Junior became comfortable with explich reading instmction focused on 

sub-skills, such as sounding out letters. With this approach, each sub-skill would master 

before attending to the next, and skills must be mastered in order to build comprehension. 

As sttidents participate in this approach, they focus on a word-by-word understanding of 
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text and risk becoming overly dependent on their teachers, ft appeared that this definhion 

matched Junior's concept of reading: 

I don't have trouble with reading. 1 just have trouble pronouncing, like, harder 
words or something like that. [Teachers] could help you pronounce h. They can 
tell you to do your own sounds. 

Junior found it difficuh to define reading because of his stmggle whh text. Key to 

holding his attention seemed to be choosing a favorite topic and his favorite topic was 

often sports. His diet of sport stories, especially basketball, as informational reading 

caused him to focus on them to the point of eliminating other topics. Although Junior 

admitted that reading was important, he also shared that it was not his favorite activhy. 

But if he was interested. Junior made cormections that continued beyond the reading 

event: 

[If I had to describe reading] it would be— reading is boring but you gotta do it 
anyway. Umm, If the book is your total favorite, and like, just because you're 
fmished reading it, it isn't finished with you. Like, you know, you got your book 
that's your total favorite, and like, mine is about Allen Iverson. He's a basketball 
player. Now, when you're finished reading with it, then you take your 
imagination, weU maybe the book could go Uke this or maybe the book coulda 
went like that or something Uke that. 

Junior's comment about the book not being finished with him supports 

Rosenblatt's (1978) theoty that as the reader progresses through the text, he includes his 

background and extends the meaning beyond the words on the page to create a personal 

"poem." Junior used his imagination to create additional text and possible new endings. 

As he explained his engagement with a passage, he was able to supply an example, which 

told me that this was an authentic experience that recurred to him if he was interested in 

his topic. 
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The Gift of Reading 

Ms. Woodward stressed that knowing how to read would give her students an 

advantage when they applied for a job. I can still hear her asking, "If someone applies for 

a job and can't read, and you apply but you can read, who is going to get that job? That's 

right. The boss wants someone who can read!" Junior heard her message and intemalized 

h as an important part of his life. It was a practical skill for making money and advancing 

in the world. Lheracy, to Junior, opened the door to multiple topics and interests: 

Having the gift of reading—h's remarkable because when you get out there in the 
world, you're gorma-you have to read, write, count money, and do stuff like that. 
Especially if you're, like a banker. You're gonna have to leam how to read. 
You're gonna have to leara how to read dollar signs and (inaudible) and stuff like 
that. And when you... when you learn how to read, you never forget it cause, 
uh... When I learaed how to read, I, um, tried to read and I was in the fu"st grade. 
And when you leara how to read, you pick a topic of what you want to read about 
and you can go on about.. .you can go on and on about that topic forever, you 
know, when you want to read cause you never get tired of reading how to do it, 
and how to pronounce words, and how to.. .and how to like how your teacher 
helped you out and stuff like that. 

Junior extended his appreciation to his teachers and the attention granted to him 

when he needed it. His comments also demonstrated that he saw reading as a life-skill 

rather than a subject. Once he learaed how to read, h was permanent, and as he pursued a 

topic, he was free to read as much about h as he wanted. His love for basketball found 

him studying mles and plays intently as he researched how to improve his game. Whhout 

the gift of reading, he would have been limited to what others shared with him, or what 

he could leam by watching television. 
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Reading is for Information and Problem Solving 

In addition to basketball. Junior was interested in the issues that surrounded the 

Civil War. His African-American background and his experiences in histoty class left 

him with questions about his heritage. For example, he had heard of the term "brother 

against brother" and had recently begun to investigate how this term applied to his 

communhy and family life. In his search for information, he came across the 

informational picture book The Blue or Gray? A Family Divided (Connell, 2002). One 

moming during sustained silent reading, Junior decided to read the text instead of his 

usual sports stories. His search for information led him to ponder: 

I want to leara about why is it brother against brother in the war. Why couldn't it 
just be one whole side versus another side instead of family versus family, mother 
against daughter, father versus son, or brother versus brother? You know, to me, 
a war is like... if you're having a war, you should be on the same side as your 
peers. You... h doesn't matter if they're family, fiiends, or whoever. 

As Junior pursued his search, he demonstrated his abiUty to question the text. It 

was exciting to watch Junior broaden his knowledge as he read with a purpose. Junior 

tended to get off task during class, but when he cormected to this text, his attention did 

not waver. He was interested in the topic, and h related to his past and present Ufe. For 

Junior, this was a wirming combination to build comprehension and to problem solve. 

Unfortunately, he shared that what he read in his textbooks was difficuh to 

comprehend. I inferred that for this reason, and because I had listened to him read orally. 

As a resuh. Junior drifted off task if not continuously monitored and supported. 

305 



Reading at School is not Connected to Life 

Cox and Many (1992) assert that students need to make links between texts and 

their lives. Early in the semester I noticed Ms. Woodward would highlight the 

newspapers for her students, and make connections to their lives. She also referred to 

information contained in previous readings when she exposed her students to follow-up 

articles. She asked her students to tell her what to expect from various sections in the 

newspapers, and she pointed out sports stories that were of local interest. She used "Dear 

Abby" to assist her students in analyzing problems and finding solutions they might 

encounter in their personal lives. This experience was not common to what Junior found 

in his textbook, however. 

Textbooks, according to Junior, did not cormect to teen interests, an important 

component to his motivation to read. According to Junior, what was important to 

teenagers and often missing in textbooks in content area classes like histoty, was a 

rationale that Unked facts to personal backgrounds of students: 

Our textbook is, like, mostly written on Egyptian stuff and ancient stuff. What we 
want to know about, we want to know—^where we come from. Um, you know, 
like I said, that The Blue and the Grav is different from our textbook is. The 
reason why I say h's different is because, one reason— t̂hink of war. And when 
there's a war, h can tell you who was in h, what they did, how they did h, and if 
General, say for instance. General Lee... Because we want to know more about 
our past. 

It appeared that Junior did not mind learning about the past as long as the lessons 

were presented in ways cormected to his life. He wanted to know his roots and he feh he 

could not link his past to Egyptian life, the topic under study in his histoty class. His prior 

knowledge seemed to be limited to America's past. At the time of our interview, Junior 

had not yet learaed that the cradle of civilization was nestled in Egypt, so near to Africa. 
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What Junior needed was a personal explanation from his teacher or a link in the text to 

motivate him to more self-discovety. 

Reading is Reading Aloud 

Since Junior's approach to building comprehension was buih on oral reading, his 

view of reading aloud was somewhat different than the other participants. For Junior, if 

he didn't read aloud he feh he actually lost understanding. He appreciated guidance and 

criticism from teachers and peers much as a member of a sports team welcomed input 

from a coach. He saw such suggestions as constmctive rather than ego diminishing. 

Jimior seemed to view reading aloud as "reading," yet pronouncing words as a somewhat 

separate issue: 

Other people can hear if you get, like, when you read out loud, people can hear 
your mistakes and they can help you, like, say you come to a word like 
'periodical' and you say 'perilodi...' or somethin' like that, then the student or 
whoever is Ustenin' to you read can always come back and say 'h's periodical' 
and stuff like that. They don't have to be.. they're not ttying to be mde and try to 
do stuff they're just tellin' you the way it is. 

When called on to read aloud. Junior would begin reading with expression, but as 

he progressed, his voice would become expressionless and stihed. Junior always 

complied with Ms. Woodward's request to take his tum to read aloud, but h was evident 

that he stmggled whh fluency. He improved during the semester, and he received signs of 

support from his peers when, after reading, students would compliment him on his 

improvement. I observed this feeling this show of support often in all of Ms. Woodward's 

classes. Teasing or heckling was simply not acceptable to the teacher or to the other 

students. 
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One day I was recording notes at my table. The class had been reading silently for 

several minutes when I heard a low mmble emanating from across the room. I picked up 

my notebook and made my way to the row of desks nearest the door. The noise was 

coming from Junior as he was verbalizing the words he read. This mmbling was 

punctuated with an occasional "Hush," or "Be quiet, man!" from those sitting near him. I 

would not have noticed this mmble except for a lull in from the ever-present motor of the 

room's heater. Junior told me that reading aloud was simply the way he read. 

Junior shared that his style of reading aloud, whether h was during oral or silent 

reading sometimes irritated his peers and teachers. He feh, however, that h was necessaty 

for him to read that way. He was dependent on this method to remember what he read as 

weU as give evidence to others that he was and could read. He defended his style or 

reading by stating: 

If you don't read out loud, then you lose your information and sometimes people 
think, 'Well, they're making me read silently some people may think. Oh well, I 
don't know how to read' or 'I don't know how to pronounce this word' or 'I don't 
know how to read period you know. 

Junior not only relied on the abilhy to read orally for his own comprehension, but 

also as a statement that he was staying on task. He wanted those around him to realize 

that he was pronouncing (or not pronouncing words correctly). 

Junior's need to read aloud extended to the time he spent on the computer. As he 

used the computer to explore topics in the reading program; he employed reading aloud 

to buUd understanding even though this disturbed peers seated near him. At one point. 

Junior combined reading aloud with hitting the keyboard. "Don't hh h so hard! Be quiet-
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Gosh!" the girl next to him demanded. Junior, however, continued the behavior, 

distracting the girl while completing his test and gaining an 88%. 

I found Junior's concept of reading aloud fascinating. He seemed defensive of this 

need to read orally, and he didn't seem to notice that his voice disturbed others' 

concentration. In that sense, he was self-centered. Yet, by comments in the interviews, he 

displayed a nurturing personalhy. For example, he wanted to help others through this 

study, and he tutored his nephew. He had thought about his oral reading habh enough to 

be able to describe h in detail to me: 

Well... [sustained silent reading] that's just Uke for yourself I mean, you can read 
out loud, like, we're talkin' now—I'm taUcin' real loud. Now, there's another way 
that you can talk out loud. Now, you can read loud "loud" or you can read softly-
loud [like in SSR or at home]. 

Junior's concept of "reading aloud" included creative dramatics performances, 

such as reading from a script in the class magazine. Junior often lost his place and needed 

to be prompted when it was his tum. His oral reading was difficuh to listen to, however, 

because it was labored as he stammered over the words and h was void of verbal 

expression. 

Although some of his classmates practiced thefr parts during sustained silent 

reading. Junior seemed to read his part as if he had not seen h before, and I wondered if 

he had trouble finding h in the script. Yet, with the support of others, he could follow 

along fairly well. Even then, however, there were times when he lost his place indicating 

that the format was either too difficuh for him to understand or to follow. 

He volunteered for parts with enthusiasm, and as he read, his peers seldom 

corrected him. Ms. Woodwind was encouraging and supportive with her comments, ft 
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didn't appear that anyone as excited, as Junior was to volunteer for a part to read in front 

of a classroom would purposely avoid reading it ahead of time unless there was a reason 

other than being a lethargic student. 

Reading is on the Computer 

Junior included the requfred reading program housed in the class computer 

reading program as a place to find reading. The program consisted of a series of high 

interest informational articles with increasing levels of difficulty. No pictures were 

provided, and there were multiple choice questions to answer at the end of each selection. 

The teacher or the students could adjust the speed of the words that scrolled past the 

screen. Students adjusted the rate of words they wanted to read per minute at a 

comfortable rate each day and then increased it if they chose to read faster. In addition, 

the passages could be adjusted according to student reading levels. Students were free to 

choose from among multiple selections of informational topics. 

Once a student selected a stoty, h had to be completed before continuing to 

another. Although there was a preview selection component, lack of time discouraged 

students from using the feature. Junior enjoyed the time he spent on the computer and 

commented that the stories were interesting and helpful When I asked him why he 

mentioned the computer program when I asked him where he found reading, he replied, 

"In a way, h's a class that I would like to come to. You know I, like to read [the stories 

on the computer] sometimes." For Junior, the program stimulated him to read a wider 

genre of topics, which had a poshive effect on his reading. The program, however, 

seemed to focus on test taking skills more than on building comprehension. In other 
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words. Junior's literal responses were being developed, but I questioned the strategic 

development. 

Sometimes Junior's prior knowledge interfered with his ability to raise his scores 

on computer tests, which were driven not by content as much as by implementation of 

strategies. For example, when he was interested in an informational stOty on the 

computer reading program. Junior's speed increased, sometimes at the risk of earning 

lower scores. Junior's love of basketball demonstrated this point. If students relied on 

then own knowledge and did not reread, their scores suffered. Junior was so sure of his 

knowledge of basketball that he set the reading speed at 600 words per minute and 

skimmed the stOty with no rereading, the skill that was currently being emphasized in 

mini lessons taught by Ms. Woodward. The computer was programmed to monitor 

whether students revisited the paragraphs within the various passages. If they scrolled 

back to a portion of the text as they searched for information, then score would register 

higher. When Junior answered the questions, he initially scored 100% until the computer 

scored his "rereading attempts" and adjusted the score to 45%. This was annoying to 

Junior, who feh that his knowledge should count for more than the score reflected. He 

didn't see the need to reread in an attempt to build successful reading habhs for 

increasing comprehension, but he did see the need to complete a test and move on to the 

next one as a task oriented approach. When I taUced to Ms. Woodward about Junior's 

score, she said that the 100% that registered was only a temporaty score and not his 

actual accuracy. She indicated that he must have missed some of the questions and that 

his accuracy was averaged with the times he reread. This strategy was programmed into 

the computer as a monhoring device. Even if Junior answered the questions correctly, 
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witiiout rereading, his score would not be a 100%. I finally understood why so many of 

the students complained that the program was scoring their tests incorrectly. If they saw a 

perfect score flash on the screen, they assumed that they had earned it. They didn't 

understand the definition of a "temporaty" score any more than Junior or I did. I recalled 

her message at the beginning of the period, "If you don't reread the computer will know." 

Like Junior, I had heard the message, but hs meaning did not register. 

She also mentioned that Junior chose not to read passages if he had a base 

knowledge. Instead, he chose answers whhout the benefit of incorporating new 

information from the article. I feh that, in Junior's case, a one-on-one tutorial might have 

been more beneficial for improving his reading. 

A few days after the after the incident I had an opportunity to discuss the stoty 

with him. He appeared interested in sharing his information and admitted he had hurried 

through the short article, but he had the facts in place. When I questioned him, though, 

about the ffrst "hoops," he answered that they always looked like they do today. Apple 

baskets, he armounced, were not mentioned in the stoty. In his exchement. Junior had 

relied so heavily on what he afready knew, that he mshed through the activhy no longer 

remembered vhal information. He had hurried too fast to absorb new information in the 

content of the passage. 

Observing Junior's response to his score was a sad event. His personaUty and 

success was measured so much by his involvement with basketball that I was afraid when 

he scored poorly, his motivation to read informational text would suffer a set back and he 

would no longer enjoy reading on the computer. I feh he needed a tutorial to reclaim his 

belief in himself; perhaps a tutorial with the article printed out on paper where he could 
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locate the missing facts and place them in a reading guide or graphic organizer. Then he 

could tty the StOty again on the computer, perhaps at a slower speed. Although he knew a 

great deal about the sport, he needed to leara that there was new information in the 

passage and why he had missed it. 

Reading in Other Classes 

Although Junior did not offer much information about reading in other classes, he 

did mention that he enjoyed picturing a scene from his science reading material or he 

attempted to enter a scene as he read in his histOty text. This kept him interested, he said, 

and allowed him to piece together information in the lesson. He also complained that his 

habit of reading orally while his classmates read silently caused his content area teachers 

to admonish him to be quiet. For this reason, he sometimes did not like to read in his 

content area classes. 

I mean, [h is] tme that a teacher may now say, 'Be quiet', but then why would 
they want to say, 'Be quiet,' while you're reading as long as you're reading h 
shouldn't matter. They do [tell me to be quiet], but I'm the type of person I like to 
read out loud... That's why a teacher should help out, help out thefr students. Not 
just leave them alone just to sit there and rot. 

It appeared that Junior expected the same support from all of his teachers that he 

received from his reading teachers. This included his need to read aloud. His last 

comment told me that he feh h was he teacher's duty to anticipate sttident needs and to 

respond to those needs. Perhaps Junior was comparing the response of a special education 

teacher in a small group setting with a response of the teacher in a crowded mainstream 

classroom. Lost in the sea of thhty plus students. Junior feh abandoned with unmet 

needs. 

313 



Reading as Boring and a Chore 

As I walked about the classroom, I noticed that some students were drawn to read 

articles about the looming war with Iraq or crime stories while others avoided them. 

Some students seemed to choose crime stories for their sensationalism others seemed 

threatened by them. Junior chose to avoid such articles because, as he explained, they 

simply did not appeal to him. In fact they were against a basic life philosophy that he 

held—he viewed the serious new stories as a threat to the spirit of childhood. He 

explained that kids should be concerned only whh peace. He related the need for peace 

back to his personal moral foundation, his family: 

We don't get all all hot-tempered about h and getting' ready to fight each other 
because why would you want to fight your own daughter or.. .your own son? 
Yeah! Your own people. 

Thus, his solution to froubling information was to put h out of his conscious 

thoughts and concentrate on the lighter concerns of life. He defended lighthearted 

selection of newspaper reading choices when he told me: 

When you're, when, when you're not reading, when you're reading about 
molecules... something that's, like, science and stuff and when we're reading the 
newspaper it's, h's kind of, it's kind of boring because you read up on the sports, 
you know, the weather, the horoscope, the comics, but then it gets boring, when it 
gets boring when you get to the boring stuff like what's going on today, and like 
what's going on, and about fraq, about fraq and stuff because that, (pause) I just 
put it out my mind and come to school every day, 'cause, instead of war we 
should have peace. Because that as kids you needs to know that stuff, but if you 
also... if they want to find something that's in the newspaper we should just stick 
to what we want to read like comics, sports, horoscopes, weather, TV programs. 

It appeared to me that to protect his peacefiilness, Junior attempted to push 

problems out of his daily thoughts. Sometimes his actions resuhed in off-task behavior 

and work avoidance. If, for example he was told to read something on the front page of 
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the paper and he did not find it interesting, he would glance at it, fold his arms and gaze 

around the room until prompted by the teacher calling his name. This behavior could last 

for several minutes, and at times he began working on an activity that he feh was 

important but the teacher might see as off- task. Slipping back to the computer and 

answering a survey when he was supposed to be completing a written assignment is one 

such example. 

Reading at Home 

AtweU (1998) believes that students who are considered at-risk are best served 

when they are encouraged to read materials that they can read at their level and if they are 

offered high interest text. Junior was an avid reader at home as long as he was able to 

find sports stories and informational articles designed to improve his game skills. He 

found the information both practical and entertaining. 

Junior especially loved to read about basketball. In fact his appethe for knowledge 

of the sport seemed insatiable whether he was reading at home or at school. He 

demonstrated a passion to leam the game and everything possible about the players. 

When we discussed his at reading interests, I was impressed by how much time he spent 

researching this interest. One moming, as he chatted with me about the time he spent 

studying basketball, he commented, "[I read] two to three hours a day [about basketball]. 

I learn how to cross, leara how to shoot, learn how to do lay-ups. You know, just the real 

fundamentals." 

With Junior spending such a large amount of time reading about basketball I 

reasoned, he had buih a vast amount of prior knowledge regarding the sport. What a 
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resource for his teachers to utilize by connecting to other content area topics such as 

sports, histoty, or physical health. By allowing Junior to shine as an expert on basketball, 

his teachers could emphasize his reading strengths while building his self-esteem. 

Reading Must Be Interesting 

I noted throughout the study the importance of connecting personal interest to 

reading passages. It was easier to motivate a student to read something if there was an 

interest and, as a result of interest, prior knowledge. By approaching students Uke Junior 

from a knowledge base rather than from his defrchs, teachers can encourage him to read. 

As Guthrie et al. (1997) state, students need to be approached within a confidence context 

and then personally connected to thefr reading material. 

Junior read for two major interests. He read sports on a daily basis and history as 

it connected to his family heritage. His interest in sports expanded from the articles about 

game mles to articles about the players, themselves: 

Sometimes I read the biographies of people and sometimes I read how to play the 
game -mentally and physical. Cause mentally when they're playing, like, when 
you play the game usually you have to learn the plays, learn how to do h, stuff 
like that. But when you play the game physically, then h's just fiindamentals—^go 
out on the court, do.. play your game, and just do what you gotta do and don't tty 
to wony about no one else. 

By this comment, Junior displayed his abiUty to distinguish between reading 

purposes: biographic information and mles of the game. In addhion, he reached beyond 

the facts as he sought the relationship between a player and the mental process involved 

in playing successfully. He also inserted his own connection when he commented that to 
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play well, a total focus was required. His intense interest in the subject of basketball 

allowed Junior to use higher order thinking skills. 

As I introduced Junior was introduced to a collection of informational picture 

books focusing on issues in his environment and family histOty; he showed interest in 

investigating them. For example, when his interest in the Civil War emerged, he wanted 

to know more about the people involved in the war, family relationships, and information 

he had read on the subject. The new information he had leamed in recent weeks was new 

to him and he was seeking answers: 

[I want to know] the role they played- the [African Americans] and if General, 
General, say for instance. General Lee. He was a general and how he patrols his 
army and how he, how his army was on top. Um, you know, like I said that The 
Blue and the Gray is different from our textbook is. 

During sustained silent reading. Junior displayed an interest in reading snippets of 

information such as advertisements for cars. Perhaps it was the short amount of text 

contained in the ads or the visual support that found Junior poring over ads and studying 

detaUs. Maybe he was simply dreaming of his future car. At other times. Junior read the 

front page of the newspaper, verbalizing softly as he followed along while the teacher 

highlighted what stories in the newspaper students might find interesting. He seemed to 

rely on Ms. Woodward for a tour of stories to read. If she could supply snippets of 

information regarding stories of interest, he might be motivated to read the entfre article. 

It appeared that a short amount of reading offered Junior an altemative of reading 

interests besides his focus on basketball. Just as his interest in history, particulariy the 

Civil War, was emerging toward the end of the semester, I sensed that other interests 

were beginning to grow as Junior's reading skills improved. 
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Junior read whatever he could on sports heroes and the games they played, 

especially if they played basketball. One of his favorite magazines to read was Sports 

lUusfrated. Stories and pictures of teams offered information to savor and file away until 

he needed it. When enjoying his favorite sports magazine. Junior read the table of 

contents and often worked his way down the titles and selecting articles of interest. He 

found biographies of players the most interesting. Next to biographies, he enjoyed sports 

trivia so that he could have information to share with his friends. 

Whh his interest in basketball, reading Sports ftlustrated seemed to be a natural 

choice for Junior. Other magazines on pop culture, however, did not have the sports 

articles that he so enjoyed. When reading articles in Sports ftlustrated he had a comfort 

level of prior knowledge to support him through longer passages and unfamiliar 

vocabulaty. When a teacher was not there to help him with a one-on-one tutorial he 

could rely on his knowledge and interest in basketball to support and guide him. 

Using Strategies to Gain Information 

Students in Junior's remedial reading class were introduced to several strategies 

in an attempt to help them build comprehension skills. Usually they read passages and 

answered questions in a standardized test format, but at other times they wrote responses 

to what they read in the newspaper or in magazines. Ms Woodward often previewed what 

she found interesting in their reading assignments as an overview. This served to add 

interest for reading some articles that they may have otherwise passed over. During the 

semester, Junior and his peers were also encouraged to use reference materials to help 

them build understanding. I wanted to combine what Junior recalled about reading 
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strategies with what I observed him using over the semester in an attempt to discover 

what he feh "worked" for him. 

Using Reference Material 

Almost daily Junior and his peers were reminded to look up words in the 

dictionaty that they didn't understand in their reading material. Each student had a 

student dictionaty on a shelf under their individual desks. There was also an encyclopedia 

online at each student computer. When students asked the teacher for help whh a word, 

they were told to look up the word because that is what they would be asked to do on 

"test day." 

Jimior displayed a basic strategy for using reference materials but h appeared to 

facilitate pronunciation abilities rather than his quest for content knowledge. Junior's 

focus was on sounding out the words. Junior believed that by hearing the word 

pronounced softly, he would recognize it because he reminded me that he had to hear the 

word to know the word. Although he didn't mle out using the dictionary if he didn't 

know the word, the defmhions in h were often difficuh for Junior to understand and they 

took a long time to read. In Junior's mind, he was being eflTicient. I noted that Ms. 

Woodward sat him by the classroom door and he taUced softly to himself as he worked. 

He explained his approach: 

[If] you don't understand, fu-st try to pronounce the word.. then, you tty to sound 
h out, you know. You don't know what h is, you don't know what the word is.. .if 
you don't get h then, go to a dictionaty or a thesaums, and h'll show you (clears 
throat) h'll show you how to pronounce h or show you how to sound h out. 
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The meaning of the words seemed to be secondaty to letter sounds for Junior. His 

strategy was limited in hs effectiveness. Although sounding out the word may have 

worked in earlier grades, I wondered how effective it was for Junior as his reading 

material became more informational and technical. Much of the vocabulaty he 

encountered was new words not commonly used in daily conversation. Relying solely on 

"how to say" it might carried vety little meaning for Junior, 

Activating Prior tCnowledge 

The ninth grade remedial reading curriculum was focused on informational text 

and how to gain information from reading passages. While completing a lesson on the 

computer reading program one moming. Junior heard Ms. Woodward conunented that 

there was a feature in the program that allowed students to view the information line by 

line. If students wanted, they could try out this strategy. The idea intrigued Junior so he 

set his computer on the line by line feature. His exchement was pronounced as he focused 

on smaller parts of the passage. I asked him what he thought of this approach and he 

indicated that when he concentrated on smaller parts he feh more in control and less 

overwhelmed as he gained information. 

Junior's approach to informational text was bounded by a strategy he learaed 

from his fifth grade teacher. It was a piece by piece, "think as you go along" approach 

rather than an overall passage approach, so that he could focus on and interpret sections 

of text as he progressed through the passage. Junior viewed this as a satisfactoty method 

of building understanding. He described the strategy by explaining: 
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When you want to get information, you read, as far as like, say a word that you 
come to that you don't know. OK. Then you read to the period where you can 
find out what that word is. And when you, when you want to get the information 
in your head, you, like, read, read where you can understand yourself and read 
how you think that, how you think, how you think the information, you know. 
Read a section—read a section at a time. You know, even if you have to use a 
paper just to cover up all of it just to read a section, well then, just, you know, put 
h, put, like, put some notebook paper over h, over the all, over the passage and 
just read a section at a time... You can gather the information. I leamed that in 
fifth grade. 

Junior's description of his teacher's strategy was similar to Hoyt's (1999) "Read, 

Cover, Remember and Retell" strategy where students place one hand over a section of 

text, remove the hand and read just that much of the passage. Then the student is asked to 

cover the words once more and attempt to recaU information in the text. The last step is to 

retell to oneself what has been read or retell h to a peer. The object is to reflect on what 

they have read in that amount of space that a hand can cover before continuing to the next 

section of the passage. It appeared that Junior's teacher feh that if he slowed down and 

activated prior knowledge as he considered the passage as a piece by piece meaning 

building approach, then he could focus on less input and would feel empowered rather 

than overwhehned by his assignments. Junior found this strategy the most effective 

strategy for building understanding in informational text. Junior was applying a strategy 

to buUd understanding that also taught him to converse with the text. It was obvious by 

his description that he had used h enough independently to feel comfortable with h. 

Junior also reminded me that when teachers take thne to tutor stmggUng readers, they can 

fit strategies to student needs in meaningful life skill contexts. 

As a reward for good behavior, Fridays were often spent in the libraty. This was a 

time where sttidents could choose several activhies besides reading-such as playing chess 
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or checkers, reading, using the computers, checking out books, or as an extra study 

period. Junior found that the libraty was a great place to call upon his prior knowledge of 

basketball while broadening his knowledge of his favorhe sport. One Friday I found him 

engrossed in an informational book on "hoops" and as I passed by his table he reminded 

me he liked basketball and reading about basketball whenever he had the opportunity. 

After reading for several minutes. Junior approached the librarian for a refresher course 

in accessing the catalogue so that he could gather more information about basketball. 

Using Context Clues 

Junior did not mention that he used context clues as a strategy, but I discovered 

that he sometimes used context clues as a method of gaining meaning. He demonstrated 

this ability when he participated in a think aloud activhy using the book Mexico 

(Supples, 2002b). He didn't share how he knew the word was important but he 

specifically chose the passage for hs title, "Trade and Work." Perhaps he drew this 

conclusion because the sentence that contained the word was "People from the mountains 

treaded obsidian." His last hope was to look at the next sentence to try to problem solve 

this paragraph. Using the context clues from the sentence that followed, he armounced, 

"It's a kind.. .It's a volcano.. .it's like a kind of volcano, like, volcanic!" Junior glanced 

beyond the immediate sentence, saw this information and exhibhed use of context clues 

to build meaning. 
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Using Worksheets 

Vacca and Vacca ( 2002) differentiate between a worksheet and a guide by 

stating that worksheets tend to have questions focused on the Uteral level of 

understanding, and are usually completed after the reading assignment. Students respond 

to a guide sheet, on the other hand, as they progress through a reading passage. Although 

I am not sure of Junior's understanding of the difference between the two, it seemed that 

he saw the common approach of transferring information from teacher to student in terms 

of worksheets as a way to check for understanding at the end of an assignment. When 

teachers attempted to infuse reading skills into his performance on a worksheet. Junior 

became resistant. 

For example. Junior tended not to follow reading strategies stressed in class. He 

completed worksheets without highlighting information or underlining key points, just 

answering questions rapidly. Worksheets were a part of Junior's school day, and his 

grades on these papers varied from the low forties to perfect scores, scoring higher on 

multiple choice worksheets than on those with open ended questions. It also appeared that 

his scores were higher when the questions were on a Uteral level and choices were given 

to him, a format similar to the standardized test format than to assignments his teacher 

tried to nudge him into thinking on a higher level. From his comments. Junior seemed 

comfortable with his functioning, which could be explained by the difficuhy of the text in 

his content area classes. For example, when Junior referred to his textbooks he used terms 

like "boring" and "hard" and when he read aloud in reading class, I noticed that he 

stumbled and hesitated for prompts. From this behavior, I inferred that he had difficulty 

reading at his grade level and textbooks, written at grade level or above, would be a 
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burden to read. When Ms. Woodward asked that students bring content area books to 

reading class during midterms so that she and 1 could tutor provide tutoring. Junior did 

not bring any materials, and he told Ms. Woodward that he was "caught up." 

Worksheet assignments associated with the newspaper assignments, however, 

Junior found interesting. For example, when completing a worksheet where students were 

to rewrite headlines into sentences. Junior found the work worth mentioning in a tutorial. 

His approach was to locate headlines that were as close to already being sentences as 

possible. One headline, "Hutchinson leads Bulls to a Victoty" he explained, only needed 

the word "the" added and a period at the end. Later I noted that the headline, "Bush 

Twins Tum 21, Media Scmtiny Certain" became "The daughters of Bush tum 21." The 

second half of the headline was ignored by Junior, who later explained that it was not 

needed. Although Ms. Woodward told the class that if they chose headlines that needed 

few revisions, she insisted that they extend them into elaborated sentences, but Junior 

chose not to participate in that part of the activhy. I wondered if he lacked knowledge of 

how to extend a sentence, but when I offered to help him extend sentences. Junior was 

not open to such a tutorial. He indicated that he wanted to finish the task so he could 

focus his attention on more appealing activhies. 

Junior especially enjoyed h when Ms. Woodward had students present then work 

on the overhead. He explained how helpful this strategy was to class members by 

sharing: 

[Putting worksheets] on the overhead where you find the incomplete sentence and 
then you make h into a complete sentence- say for instance, 'Bulldogs go on to 
championship.' You can put that 'Bulldogs are going to the championship.' And, 
you know you could just... you could just write sentence stmcture like in the 
newspaper headline [worksheet]. 
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I found it interesting those days after the headline activity the content of the 

headline was still in Junior's thoughts. It was also interesting that he found peer modeling 

so effective. I asked if he volunteered to go up front vety often and he said that he did 

sometimes, but usually he would rather watch his classmates and learn from them. 

Sometimes though, when his confidence was "up" volunteered because he thought 

"Maybe I should just go on and bring out my tme colors and [see] what I can do." 

Although the overhead in the remedial reading room was ancient and visibility was 

limited due to the placement of the screen and the shape of the room. Junior feh that 

observing a peer and listening to explanations for choosing certain words seemed an 

affirmation that he could do the type of work or ask questions whhout embarrassment. 

When given an opportunity to choose a newspaper article and to respond to h on a 

worksheet. Junior demonsfrated that he chose to read articles that cormected to his life 

and interests. For instance, he commented that he chose an article from section "C" 

because, "I like sports and [this team won] by a field goal" One stoty related to him 

because "the [school] football team lost Thursday." On another newspaper-related 

worksheet. Junior chose a stoty about a bank robbery on one section, but on two other 

sections he chose sports stories. In one stoty, a local player suffered a leg injuty and in 

the other a local coach "[suffered] a heart attack and collapsed on the field at a game [and 

died]" (The Free Press. 2002). On the same worksheet, he was asked to select a help-

wanted advertisement and tell why he could fiilfill the job requirements, and Junior once 

again connected this to his life, by choosing a babysitting poshion because he often cared 

for his younger nephew. 
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A few days later, students were given the same type of worksheet, and once again 

Junior concentrated on sports stories, choosing a stOty on Emmitt Smith. Junior wrote, 

"He broke a record [and] plunged through the offense line. He gained eleven yards [and] 

he got a touchdown. He broke a mrming back record [in] Irving on Sunday by mnning 

because he wanted to break it." On a city level. Junior chose to summarize a sports stoty 

by stating: "a former high school pitcher and [former hometown minor league] player led 

his team to victoty [and was voted] the most valuable player, and they had a rally." For 

his choice in the help wanted ads column. Junior, once again, chose a childcare position 

that paid five dollars an hour. When Ms. Woodward asked him to list reasons to read the 

newspaper, Jimior listed "movies, comics, sports, "Dear Abby," the TV guide, the 

horoscope, obituaries, about food, to " see what the teacher tells us to read", and because 

it's a grade" as his reasons. 

Responsive Writing 

Ms. Woodward recommended that her students respond in thefr journals at the 

end of each sustained silent reading period. More often than not, however, time 

constraints limhed this assignment to a less than a routine event. Students attempted to 

barter with her in hopes of avoiding this particular requnement. Junior, however, never 

seemed to mind writing, though his responses were often brief, again, they reflected his 

interests. On September 11th the class was asked to reflect on h. Junior, the student who 

held fast to his philosophy about protecting young people form serious issues, recalled 

the event writing: "I read about these stupid terrorist foUcs, I do not like the[m]. I hope 

they get the elicion [electric] chair and die on the deal" He read sports stoty and 
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summarized h in one sentence: "1 read about M.J. and how his team is going to win if 

they want to n̂ ake [h] through [the] franchise and the season so they can go to the 

playoffs on the real." 

On some days, Junior browsed the catalogue in the classroom rather than 

spending time reading longer reading passages. For example, he read about new clothing 

hems and listed in his joumal what he remembered: "I read about the new Iverson shoes, 

jacket, du rags, his freestyle shorts, and backpack." It was interesting that he sometimes 

concentrated on the ads in a sports magazine and reported this in his joumal rather than 

mentioning any articles, especially on a days when he said he was tfred and in need of a 

nap: "I read about this I read about golf and your 9 [illegible] and your fossil watch and 

your golf shoes and your stroke and slept." At other times, he read an article that Ms. 

Woodward highlighted at the beginning of the period. His account of one such article was 

recorded briefly in his jouraal near the end of the semester: "18 year old male had sexual 

assault [on] a 14 year old female. So now there is a wanted out for his arrest." 

Junior responded, I feh, in his response jouraal out of obligation and for a grade. 

His responses were brief and he offered few personal feelings. If, however, there was a 

subject of interest on "Channel One News," and there was a request for information from 

the students. Junior usually responded at the risk of not completing his worksheets. In this 

case he got no recognition and no grade, but his responses were longer than those found 

in his assignments 

To answer these surveys, had to make use of the Interact, which was somewhat 

cumbersome for him, because he had strong feelings regarding the issue of "Minors in 

the Mall" so he accessed the she, read through the text on screen and followed muhiple 
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directions, in order to have his vote count After completing the "Channel One" 

questionnaire on the mall issue. Junior commented: "1 didn't like [the article on 

television]. We need a place to hang out. We can't get in like that. A lot of people go 

there to get away from their parents." This type off task behavior considered off-task 

occurred more than once during the semester. When his opinion was asked about an issue 

that connected to his life. Junior risked getting in trouble to share his thoughts in wrhing. 

Using Computers to Gain Information 

Junior spent most of his time on the computer completing reading assignments for 

the reading computer program requirements. He enjoyed reading the information 

contained in the texts and commented, "I like to read, like when we get on the computer 

and read our stories." The stories came from various disciplines and the students found 

them interesting to read. There were science stories about such discoveries as the polio 

vaccine, various heroic animal stories, stories about the dangers of dmgs like marijuana, 

and articles on health and nutrition, only to name a few examples. 

When he did have time to use the computer for a self-selected activity, he usually 

chose to respond to the moming "Channel One News" program on subjects such as 

school uniforms, or whether teens should be allowed to vote in general elections. At other 

times he located web-shes he found in magazines and rapidly filled out surveys that 

related to sports interests. One moming. Junior carried a "Foot Action" advertisement to 

the computer and began entered information to access the she. He had to read 

information and follow dnections as he worked his way through a sequence of questions 

and products, searching and clicking. He explained that he could not enter the contest 
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portion of the questionnaire because he had no e-mail address, tlowever, there was a 

series of input comments about a basketball player and Junior explained that he "needed" 

to comment in sphe of the fact that the bell was about to ring and students were 

completing assignments to tum in to Ms. Woodward. His hurried response was: 

I believe that T/MAC is the best player in the NBA because he is oflfthe hook and 
the way he breakdown the defender and when he did that dunk [pause to reread 
what he wrote] at the All Star game that was tight. 

While he closed down the computer, he continued to talk about the basketball 

player: "I watch games on TV, and I read about him, too." As the bell rang, and as the 

teacher was disfracted v^th two students. Junior slipped out the door without handing in 

his incomplete worksheet. Junior demonstrated that interest in accessing the computer to 

read about sports and the opportunity to share his knowledge with an "audience" was 

worth getting in trouble for not completing what I assumed he considered a less 

interesting assigrunent. 

Rereading to Build Meaning 

Junior shared that students needed to take charge of their own reading lives. This 

included listening to the teacher and ttying out the skills stressed in mini-lessons. He 

realized that sometimes this meant concentrating longer and harder than what may be 

comfortable. In other words. Junior feh that "going the extra mile" was a vital part of the 

building comprehension. This philosophy meant that he had the reality that rereading, as 

time consuming as h might appear, was a necessaty to his meaning making of 

informational text. It was, however, usually a choice to employ rereading because there 
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was not always a teacher standing nearby to insist that he reread. This effort had to come 

from within Junior. 

Junior also explained that he monitored his reading comprehension and set 

reading standards for himself that focused on seeking improvement in his reading abiUty. 

This interaal motivation merged with several skills, but was particularly evident as he 

discussed rereading: 

{Kids don't reread] because one, they're tryin' to huny up and get finished with 
the book, or two, they don't.. they're lazy, or three, they just don't wanna do 
nothin'—^they just don't waima go back and read h. You can go back and reread h 
if you don't understand what you're reading then, yes, you should go back and 
reread because you don't understand and maybe here's a test that's comin' up. I 
request that you go back and reread it. Mine, I just go back and reread the passage 
because I know I'm a better reader than that. 

Thus, Junior judged his reading progress by the scores he received on papers and 

on tests at the end of a computer lesson. Although Junior knew intellectually that 

rereading was perhaps the most important element of self-monhoring comprehension for, 

at times he found it quite cumbersome, and this was usually when his teacher or program 

strategy was enforced rather than encouraged rereading. For example, a fiiistrating 

component of the requfred computer reading program was the requirement to reread 

portions of the text as students increased their speed in order to keep the score they had 

eamed. It was difficuh to convince students that if they answered all the questions 

correctly but did not reread, the score would be adjusted. Part of the problem was that the 

inhial score students saw, which might show a higher percentile. However, what was 

recorded was the adjustment score, which penalized them for reading too fast and not 

rereading. Ms. Woodward tried to explain the system by telling them that the computer 
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knew if they reread parts of the passages to build understanding, but I am not sure that 

Junior and his peers understood or accepted the concept. 

Although Ms. Woodward explained this to Junior multiple times, he continued to 

msh through passages, often guessing at the answers. He would progress so rapidly that 

he often missed entire portions of text. Finally, Junior decided to tty rereading parts of 

the passages on the computer to see if h might raise his score so he clicked the "reread" 

feature twice during a lesson session. At the end of question section, his score registered 

at 95% because he reread, but he confessed to me later that he didn't reread all the parts 

of the passages, only portions. "I reread some of h to get to the problem" he admitted, 

placing his hands on the sides of his head like blinders, '"cause I like to read, but just 

read and go on." He made no promise to reread on a regular basis, but neither did he mle 

h out as a helpfiil strategy when he needed to solve a problem in a passage. I had the 

feeling that Junior would reread when he feh h was necessary to his understanding, but 

not just to please a teacher or to meet the expectations of a computer program. 

Visualization 

It is difficuh to observe how or when students are employing "in the head" 

strategies. A teacher must listen to sttidents and probe thefr thinking to leam how or if 

they engage with text. This seems to be especially tme with informational text because h 

lacks the comfort of a stoty line and according to Armbuster and Nagy (1992), h is often 

filled whh unfamiliar vocabulaty that needs to be understood to comprehend the concepts 

found in the passage. For this reason, students need visual elaboration to build 

comprehension (Cox et al., 1994) 
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Junior engaged whh text through a form of visualization that put him in the 

passage. It helped him build comprehension when he participated in the text events, 

which also stimulated his imagination. He sat across from me at a table and excitedly 

shared how he used visualization to cormect with text: 

Like, what if the books goes like this, or what if the books go like that. You 
know, put your... imagine yourself in the book and imagine (inaudible) imagine 
yourself in the book and imagine that h's about >̂ow in the book—h's about 
yourself in the book. 

As Junior explained, he tried to participate in experiments he read about, or to 

vish countries he studied. In addition, he applied visualization to stories so he could 

become a part of the plot. As I listened to Junior explain how he transacted in this 

marmer, h appeared that he touched the aesthetic side of reading. He was there, an 

engaged participant. 

Asking the Author behind the Text 

Rosenblatt (1994) suggests that as readers encounter information that needs more 

elaboration, they ask the author behind the text questions. Junior's interest in the Civil 

War was emerging as the semester came to a close. When he browsed through the book 

Blue or Grav?: A Familv Divided (Connell, 2002), he discovered a text that was at a 

comfortable reading level, but filled whh issues that caused him to ask many questions. 

As he thought aloud whh me he became ill at ease and I asked him to share his thoughts. 

Whh a troubled expression he asked me, "Why couldn 't it just be one whole side versus 

another side instead of family versus family? " As we discussed the hardships of war, I 

was impressed by Junior's loyalty to his family members. I was reminded that he was 
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appreciative for the mentoring he received from his mother and cousin in his early 

reading experiences and took responsibility toward his nephew's reading lessons 

seriously. The book on the Civil War not only was interesting to Junior, but h was 

causing him to question what he read. He questioned me during class and in our 

interviews for several days about the war. I tried to answer his questions and point him 

toward resources such as the libraty, the online encyclopedia, videos. Again, I was 

reminded of the connection between personal interest, and motivation to read and to 

engage with the text. 

Thinking Aloud and Transacting with Informational Text 

Junior chose to read the book Mexico by Kevin Supples (2002b) for the think 

aloud activity. This was a surprise to me since earlier he had shared his enthusiasm about 

a book on the Civil War, but as I worked with Junior over the semester, I discovered his 

spontaneity. Since this was an oral reading activity. Junior was comfortable with the 

strategy although he had never seen the text before: 

Trade at work. How can you get something you don't have? One way is to trade. 
Mining communities were located in distant areas. Some were near the first. 
Others were in the mountains where when people needed something from another 
area, they treaded. 

It means that if they wanted something, like, trade or anything that they wanted 
their own soap or somethin... They had to, they had to trade for them. They had 
to trade with somebody either near or far away. 

Here Junior summarized what he had read so far. His summaty showed that he 

understood what he had read to this point, ahhough he had never seen the text prior to 

this reading. 
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/ predict that they 're gonna ...I predict that they 're gonna start treading with each 
other and start working together. And working is one and treading is one. 

Junior predicated what would happen in the next paragraph of informational 

narrative text. He may have called upon prior knowledge from his Worid Histoty class. 

In ancient times, salt was one of the most important things people from the coast 
treaded. The Mayans had no refrigerators—they used sah to dry their food. 
Dried food could be stored for a long time. 

Just, like, how their food dried... how they get salt cause they don't have no 
refrigerators. How they get salt to dry their food. What I want to ask the author 
is how come they didn't have no refrigerators and what does he mean 
when... what does he mean when they took salt to dry out their food? 

Here Junior demonstrated questioning the text, or the author behind it, which 

supports Rosenblatt's (1994) theoty of transaction. The sah dtying process was 

interestmg to him, and he wanted to know more about h. The thought of not having 

refiigeration was something that had not occurred to him before reading this book. This 

new information began to change his thoughts about the content of the text. He shared his 

thoughts when she "Umm ...in a way I have [changed my mind about what I am 

reading]". Junior was aware that the more information he gained about the subject, the 

more h changed his perception. He was participating in constmction of new knowledge 

and h was causing him to inqufre and test the boundaries of the new knowledge. 

Because for one thing me asking. I didn't ask the author nothing about this 
paragraph, but in this paragraph I did because I what I want... what I want to 
know is how do you take salt to dry out your food. That's what I want to know. 

Here, again. Junior questioned the author behind the text in an attempt to deepen 

his comprehension. He was consciously aware of where his questions arose as new 

information emerged. Some of the text contained unfamiliar words and Junior was driven 

to sound them out. For example, when attempting to pronounce obsidian, Junior started 
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with partial sounds, such as "obsid.. .obsen.. obsan" before getting "obsidian." Junior 

attempted to sound out words and often relied on teacher prompts. For this reason, he 

didn't want to skip over the word. He felt that this was an important word that needed to 

be sounded out to build meaning. He relied on me as a supplier of knowledge because he 

was used to having a teacher tell him words that he did not know, and we did not have a 

dictionaty or glossaty available. He relied on me as a supplier of knowledge, perhaps 

because he was used to having a teacher tell him words that he did not know. 

Jimior demonstrated that he used strategies of which he was unaware. When I 

shared this information with him, he smiled and patted his chest in exhilaration. He feh 

empowered by this information. 

Making Connections with Text 

Before I met with Junior for the last interview, I told him to observe how his 

classmates behaved as they read. I told him that this behavior would help us understand 

how readers connected with text as they read at school. He took the assignment seriously 

and retumed the following week armed with definite opmions and observations. Some of 

his information, he admitted, came from several years of observations of classrooms. He 

commented about the effort readers put into a passage: 

Sometimes, they don't feel, like, they don't feel interested in h, they like blow h. 
They just don't seem, you know, interested in h. They don't, Uke, put too much in 
it that I think.. Because if they're interested in h they would, like, be- they would 
get into the characters and stuff.. .using theh imagination. Because, like, you can 
tell by the tone of they voice, like, that they're trying to, like they're trying to get 
in h whh the, uh, characters... how to get into the characters. Umm, you can teU, 
like, by their expressions on thefr face. If they were reading you could tell by the 
expressions on their face. And if they wasn't reading you could tell how they're 
just standin' there lookmg at the pictures or looking at the words. Probably, like, 
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if they're not reading they'll have their hands in like this... That tells the teacher 
they're not reading. 

Junior saw lack of involvement evidenced by body language. Facial expressions, 

he felt, were clues to how readers engaged with text. He indicated that students who were 

pretending to read stared at the words and pictures, and that they failed to use their 

imaginations. All of this resuhed in a lack of effort on the part of the reader, and h 

happened because readers were not interested in the text. 

The Good Reader 

Junior shared that over the years his reading had been corrected muhiple times, 

but he was aware that other students were also corrected. This left him whh a philosophy 

that evetyone stmggles with reading at on time or another: 

Oh yeah, evetybody has trouble while they're reading. Even good readers. Even 
experts. Oh, you know. They might, just.. .they might, like, they, they stumble 
over a couple of words and they'll.. .they might go back and reread that passage 
again cause they know they can read better than what they read. So, yeah, 
evetyone has trouble reading. 

Junior defined good reading by having the ability to sound out words and by using 

the rereading strategy. If a good reader needed to reread to build meaning, he did so 

because he recognized the need and addressed h. Junior also acknowledged that everyone 

had trouble whh reading, indicating that he, too, had trouble from time to time. The fact 

that students could stumble on words and lose track of what they were reading, but could 

be considered good readers, told me that Junior was patient with himself when he did not 

read perfectly. This is a heahhy response for a stmggUng reader. Knowing that h is all 
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right to have a few problems with reading lowered Junior's stress level and allowed him 

to take risks in his reading. 

Rating Selfas a Reader 

Vacca and Vacca (2002) describe the straggling reader as students who had 

reading strategies but lacked the knowledge of when to use them. Junior fit this 

description. He seemed, however, to have a strong self-image that served to 

counterbalance this histoty of success as a reader. Coley and Hoffman (1990) suggest that 

this stance of being able to see oneself as capable of learning is the first step to reading 

independence. Junior was quick to rate himself as a reader. He based his judgement on 

his self-monitoring and his personal progress: 

I'd say I'm a number nine, nine and a half because here I, here lately I have been 
doing better on my reading. Like when we read the newspaper or when we get on 
the computer and because I don't stumble all over my words like I used to, you 
know, I Uke.. .let's say if I come to a word I don't know, I'll sound it out before I 
ask. 

Junior's view of his reading ability was based on his continued success in 

sounding out words effectively, and that he tried to problem solve text independently 

before asking for help. Because of these efforts, he rated himself on the upper end of the 

reading scale. To me, h was evident that Junior had stmggled and overcome muhiple 

barriers to leam to read, and I, too, applauded his growth and confidence. 

Life Cormections 

The Uterature reports that students who are considered "at- risk" tend to suffer 

from self-esteem issues (Allen, 2000; Durkin, 1974; Wolf, 1998). On a daily basis they 
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are reminded of their shortcomings rather than their strengths. It was to Junior's credh 

that he was intemalizing goal setting strategies that reinforced his self- esteem as he 

continued to progress in reading. One chilly moming we sat across from each other at a 

table in the libraty and he explained his thinking process to me. I soon understood that as 

he began improving as a reader, he set new goals in a "reach higher" performance mode: 

My self-esteem is... my self-esteem is.. .up. Where I—my self esteem is up, 
where I know I can read better than that, and my pride won't let me get... settle 
for mediocre. It wants to go up. It wants to go higher than what it was. 

This legacy of reading "better" was evident in Junior's family. His cousin helped 

Junior to leara to read and now Junior mentored his nephew. Just as his cousin 

encouraged Junior to reach beyond his cousin's ability, Junior wanted his nephew to 

become a better reader than his uncle. The continued support and the importance of role 

modeling of these boys in the area of reading served to identify strength rather than 

deficit. Junior was adamant that I understand his philosophy, so he took time to share this 

lesson: 

Well, see my little [nephew], you know, he's startin' to read and he's havin' 
trouble reading, you know. So you know, evety now and then I help him out, 
and, you know, h takes patience to teach a little... a little kid how to read because 
they are new at this they don't know what they're doin', and plus they know hs 
just a game. That's why you gotta have patience with them. Teach then how to 
read. Teach them what the word means, and stuff like that. In a way, I teach him 
how to think while he's reading. And when he, like, I'll read him a book and then 
I'll tell him to read the same thing back to me. ( lau^ng) Listen to those pigs! 

Junior's philosophy of patience was a cornerstone message. He was speaking not 

just to me, but to all whom read this research. Teachers at all levels need patience and the 

ability to tutor students one-on-one. They need to make the time for personal attention, 

and according to Junior, they need to enjoy the process with then students: 
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I read him the second piggy last night, and he's like.. .and he read.. .he's the kind 
of person, he wants to learn how to read because he looks at me and he said, 
'Well, I wanna learn how to read like you,' and 1 said, 'No, you wanna be better. 
You want, you want, you want to learn like me, but you wanna, you wanna better 
yourself in reading. You don't wanna be as good as me, you want to be better 
than me. My cousin, Sam [helped me like this]. 

Junior echoed the message he learned from his cousin gave to him when by 

explaining to his nephew that he, too, needed to adopt Junior's drive to leara to read. But 

his nephew needed to reach beyond that and accomplish more. Junior had hope and 

confidence in the future. He did not feel threatened by the fact that his nephew might 

someday be able to out do him, but actually hoped his nephew would reach toward 

greater achievement with the understanding that someday his nephew would teach 

another family member to read even better. The family connection was unmistakable and 

inspiring. 

When Junior read an informational picture book about the Civil War, life 

cormections were immediate. The histoty of his relatives and his evolving knowledge of 

United States histoty combined to create foundation of prior knowledge. He had many 

questions about the subject and most of them centered on family relationships, regardless 

of skin color or sides of the war issue. He knew this war was a reality that touched the 

lives of his family, and he was thfrsty for more knowledge. He had heard the term of 

"brother against brother" and what he heard was incongmous to his personal belief 

system. Junior illustrated how informational text from the classroom could connect to 

sttidents' life and family heritage. Together, we discussed what he had learned, and what 

he wanted to research in the fiiture. His loyalty to family and fiiends was reflected in his 

comments: 
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Because I want to leam about why is it brother against brother in the war, mother 
against daughter, father versus son, or brother versus brother. You know, to me, a 
war is like... if you're having a war, you should be on the same side as your peers. 
You.. .h doesn't matter if they're family, friends, or whoever. 

I felt that this was a perfect example of connecting student in and out of school 

experiences. I regretted that the semester was drawing to a close when Junior discovered 

the book. Over the semester he had mostly read basketball stories and showed little 

interest in other topics. Rosenblatt (1994) reminds us that students engage whh thefr 

emotions, their personal environments, and the printed page. It appeared to me that, for 

Junior, exposure to more information on the Civil War would broaden his reading 

interests while building reading strategies beyond the stage of sounding out words. 

School Connections 

To produce self-directed readers, Paris et al. (1998) assert that the teacher must 

assume the role of a facilitator who promotes the concept that students are in charge of 

solving then reading problems. Teachers who fiinction as facilitators have the goal of 

building metacognitive skills into then students' reading "tool box" so they can recaU and 

implement reading strategies whhout the teacher's presence. Junior connected to his 

teachers and found that he could apply strategies that he leamed at school to his home 

life. When he reflected on his school experiences, he did not separate the lessons from the 

bond he felt toward his teachers. 

To help students decide what to read, Ms. Woodward highlighted the newspaper 

or magazines on a regular basis as a modeling strategy. Some students seemed to browse 

through the text independent of her "suggestions," while others, like Junior, found the 
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survey vital to text selection. On days that Ms. Woodward chose not to highlight the 

newspaper. Junior indicated that he missed her suggestions. The highlights always 

included news from the sports' section and this helped him connect school to basketball, 

his favorite pastime at home. In addhion, he shared that the activhy, which the students 

called "highlighting," stretched his interests and allowed him to make comparisons 

between texts: 

[Ms. Woodward], she highlights the, um, she highlights the paper, the newspaper 
about telling us what to read and stuff. It makes me think, h makes me think, well 
maybe I should read this or maybe I should read what I want to read or, or maybe 
I should read what she said. 

The effectiveness of this seemed to vaty for Junior. He found teacher highlights 

helpfiil if he was trying to select a passage to read, but at other times, h seemed to distract 

him. If he was reading at the computer, for mstance or completing a worksheet and Ms. 

Woodward began to highlight the newspaper, he riveted his attention to her voice, losing 

his train of thought which often resulted in off task behavior. 

I began to notice how Junior connected to Ms. Woodward's voice depended on 

her voice for support when he read aloud, and he depended on her voice to guide him 

through a preview of available articles. When he was occupied with an activhy, such as 

catchmg up on the computer assignments, he would stop and listen to what she was 

saying even if he knew h did not apply to him. 

Junior feh he had experienced teachers who gave him tools to problem solve and 

though there were times when h feh uncomfortable, there was a relationship of tmst 

between Junior and Ms. Woodward made Junior accept that evety lesson was for his own 

good. 
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Whether his teachers observed his progress is of less importance than Junior's 

memoty of two teachers who left an imprint on Junior's life. According to Junior, they 

exemplify the quality of effective teaching and it was important to Junior to explain why 

their teaching was so important: 

I like to read. Ms. Woodward is a nice teacher so sometimes I like to read.. 
There should be more teachers like Ms. Woodward because, one, h shows you 
how to do h. Two, it may embarrass you, but you still know how.. to do h 
because Ms. Woodward's the type of teacher—she wants the best for you and 
wants the best out of you. To the people that, you know, have good teachers, you 
know. They know what they're doin' even though h embarrass you, you know, 
they just want the best for you. That's the answer 'Alright, teacher.' 

Junior's relationship with Ms. Woodward encouraged him to take risks possibly at 

the expense of being embarrassed in front of his peers. Ms. Woodward was senshive to 

self- esteem issues and avoided punishing students publicly. This translated to respect for 

and from her students. The sense of respect between student and teacher forged a bond 

where students would tty to meet her expectations. Occasionally students pronounced a 

word incorrectly and others laughed or acted out in fiiistration. Each incident was met 

with firnmess and calmness. The classroom combination of teacher consistency, respect, 

and emotional sensitivity produced an an of comfort in the room. 

Ms. Woodward, she may push you some times. You may.. .you may get mad ... 
but all she's doin' is she wants the best for you. She don't want you to settle for 
mediocre. She wants you to settle for... she don't want you to settle at all. She 
just wants you to do the best that you can do. And that's all I give to people who 
can't read. Most teachers want the best for their students and most teachers want 
thefr students to, you know, be good readers—spectacular readers and stuff like 
that. 

Junior responded poshively to the academic stretching that Atwell (1998) calls 

"nudging." The first day that I was in the reading room, Ms. Woodward showed me the 

mles that the students generated. One of the mles they produced was the expectation for 
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them to do their best. Junior did not resent having to push hard to meet goals in the 

classroom. In fact, he saw this as a common expectation from teachers because they 

wanted the best efforts from their students: 

[Most kids don't realize this] until they get, like, my age. 'Cause I used to think 
that [iflshe wants me to read, she thinks that I'm a bad reader, but it really doesn't 
think.. it really doesn't think... it makes you think that you're a bad reader, ft 
makes you think that she wants you to be better—she doesn't want you to settle 
and think, 'I'll just settle for mediocre' so I'm good. What I changed in my 
thinking is if you can read, good; and if you can read good, tty to read 
remarkably. If you wanna, if you get to remarkably, tty to read spectaculariy. If 
you can read spectacularly, it goes on and on and on. 

I saw Junior saw reaching a maturity level where he could reflect over his earlier 

reading experiences more objectively. As he deepened his reflections, he discovered that 

his teachers were making him work hard to reach goals set new ones as he accomplished 

them. This pattem was good accordmg to Junior, and he intemalized h by continuously 

setting new readmg expectations for himself He pointed out when he first adopted this 

goal setting mindset by saying: 

I changed my mind when I was in the 7*** grade. I had my other teacher, my 7* 
grade reading teacher kinda like Ms. Woodward. She would make everything 
[in]to a game, you know. That's how I leamed to be better in reading and that's 
how I learaed that she doesn't want, she doesn't want me to grow up to be a bad 
reader. She wants me to grow up to be a person that's a lawyer or something 
that's good in reading or something. Like, I compare her and Ms. Woodward 
together because to me, they're like the best reading teachers! 

To Junior, the best reading teachers allowed thefr students to feel successful in the 

present and to dream of accomplishing successful academic goals as they grew into 

adulthood. In addhion, they make learning fim and interesting so that students will 

continue to stay in school. For Junior, his teachers must have modeled positive steps into 

adulthood. These teachers took personal interests in their students and did not give up on 
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them simply because their test scores and personal files showed a lack of reading 

proficiency. 

Connecting to the Format 

One day, I asked Junior to choose an informational picture book that was on a 

subject other than sports. First, he browsed through the pages of several books before 

choosing Mexico (Supples, 2002b). He commented: "I picked h because of the nice 

buildings, the stmcture [of the text] and the pictures are and how [they] are, are written-

and the thie." It appeared that Junior relied on the format of the books to help him make 

his choice. He had explored the visual stmcture of the book as well as studying the thle 

for interest. Satisfied that he would enjoy the content, he was ready to engage the text. 

All of the books were visually stimulating and considered high interest text. Whhout the 

presence of his favorite subject. Junior relied on information he gathered from his own 

"highlight," or survey of the book, to give him an overview of the content. Junior had 

intemalized and personalized Ms. Woodward's model of highlighting, where she 

highlighted, or surveyed, the text for her students on a daily basis. Following this lead. 

Junior surveyed the format of the informational book he selected. 

Tactile-Kinesthetic Connections 

When Junior was not interested in his reading assignment, he fell off task and 

would engage in kinesthetic activhies as an escape from boredom. For example, during 

sustained silent reading if he could not connect to his favorite subject, sports, he would 
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play with the rings of his binder, mn his fingers through his hah or gaze at the text 

whhout reading it. 

While reading at the computer, Junior displayed tactile-kinesthetic activity. For 

example, I noted one day that he moved his head from left to right as he read the words. I 

observed that this behavior increased as progressed through the passage. When answering 

questions on a survey or on a test. Junior tracked the multiple choice answer choices whh 

his fingers and patted his answer choice whh his index finger when he made final 

selection. He then tapped the keyboard with his index finger, mbbed his head and face 

with his hands, crossed his arms and then leaned back in the chair before continuing to 

the next question. Jimior needed to feel the text or passage whh his fingers. This action of 

touching the words on the computer screen reminded me of pattems emergent readers 

demonstrate as they respond to reading a picture book, 

Cormecting to Reality in Text 

The combination of the printed word and personal experiences professed by 

Rosenblatt (1994) are evident in Junior's recollection of a news stoty. They answer the 

question of why Junior avoided reading news articles about war and violence. He stressed 

that he wanted to read about real people and real events, but he was not attracted to those 

events that were disturbing. Junior, the sttident who hated to read about current events 

that shatter positive thoughts of growing up, demonstrated how those stories activated his 

prior knowledge. He did, however, show awareness of the threats of war and connected 

them to his own family life. He then connected those thoughts to an "all time favorite" 

book on the Civil War that he read during the semester: 
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Because, after all you have your USA, you have your US people and you got your 
Iraq people, and then, like, some times, sometimes like, you may get in an 
argument, cause, hey, I ain't gonna, I ain't gonna tell no lie. Me and my mama 
we gets into an argument all the time, you know, but we still go back and we say, 
we say we sony. You should just fight the outsiders—not your family. 

This may be why he chose not to read new stories unless necessaty. They evoked 

emotions he chose not to consider at this point in his life. Attending to the daily 

"highlight" given by his teacher gave Junior enough reality most cases. During the 

semester there were muhiple stories in the local newspaper about our growing tensions 

with Iraq. Junior's understanding was bounded by his personal family relationships, 

including arguments, and what he had learaed in the book about the Civil War, where 

families were splh apart by opinions of war. Somehow he tried to link his prior 

knowledge to what was happening in fraq. It was his attempt to understand the atrochies 

of war. Although h was not a comfortable fit due to the limhed prior knowledge, the Unk 

was a beginning for building a discussion and making personal connections. 

Junior chose to find realhy in text about sports, especially the game of basketball 

and hs players. Junior's literacy about basketball carried him into additional articles on 

the subject, adding more knowledge that kindled more interest in the subject. Over the 

semester. Junior's interest in basketball increased until he had acquired storehouse of 

knowledge that he aaivated when he approached information on the subject. 

Advice for Teachers 

At the beginning of the study I told Junior that he would have the opportunity to 

share what he feh would be most the most helpfiil information for students who stmggle 

with reading. His answer contributes to my third research question. Junior shared his 

346 



thoughts throughout the study and his message is based on personal experience. Junior 

had several suggestions for educators and straggling readers alike. His message begins 

whh a discussion on self-esteem. 

Goodlad (1984) states that students suffer from a decrease in self-esteem between 

elementaty and high school years. According to Guthrie et al. (1997), middle school 

students who are reading below grade level may lack the motivation to perform academic 

tasks, with boredom or inappropriate behavior as a resuh. Considering this information, it 

seems that adolescents who are considered "at-risk" may find h difficuh to ask for help. 

Junior feh that if a student did not understand a lesson or part of a concept, h was 

the student's responsibility to let the teacher know. The teacher may not realize that there 

was a problem if the student didn't address the problem and he feh that nothing was 

gained by waiting. For example, he shared, "[If you don't understand], that's when you 

sh the teacher down and you tell her, look her dead dfrectly in her eye, and you teU her 

that you need help on this paper!" Junior feh that sometimes students needed to be 

proactive in thefr education even if that took courage and perseverance. 

Junior's observation made me wonder if students who confronted the teacher in 

this manner would suffer consequences from the teacher. I wondered if most teachers 

would feel threatened by such action. It seems that a sfrong bond would have to be 

established between teacher and student for this approach to be effective, but if that were 

the case, the communication would be stronger between the two parties. Junior's message 

that students need to take charge of then academic lives is a step toward reading and 

writing independence. 
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Another piece of advice that Junior shared included grouping. Junior observed 

that in some cases busy teachers give students the answers too easily. He felt that to meet 

the needs of both teacher and student, teachers must take time to explain how to find the 

answer rather than give out "free" answers. He felt that the time spent tutoring was more 

effective in the long mn because it would transfer to solving future problems: 

Sometimes the teacher would like to just go to a [student] one-on-one and they'll 
just give it to 'em flat out. Now, why would you want to give h to 'em flat out 
when they could just do h wrong or they can mispronounce words or they can just 
misspell h? That's what they need right—that's what the students need right 
today. 

During the semester, I observed this on several occasions. When students asked 

for help they sometimes received the answer to a worksheet question rather than 

instmctions on how to find the answer. In one case, a student raised her hand as I waUced 

past and when she pointed to a question I guided her to the part of the passage that 

contained the answer. She smiled and thanked me but after I passed, she raised her hand 

once more in hopes that the visiting teacher would supply the answer rather than expect 

her to think for herself By supplying easy answers to students, teachers do not do thefr 

students any favors. By teaching strategies to find answers, students travel the road to 

independent learning. 

A third piece of advice that Junior shared revolved around teacher and peer 

support. Vygotsky (1978) asserts that peer tutoring and interaction builds comprehension. 

This is a method of scaffolding to build understanding so that sttidents can interaalize and 

apply what they have learned. Junior saw the importance of guided peer modeUng in mini 

lessons. For example. Junior feh that the old adage "a picttire is worth a thousand words" 

applied to reading strategies. He feh that students modeling to students with the support 
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of the teacher through the use of an overhead projector was an effective reading strategy 

for building comprehension and one that all teachers should practice. He emphasized this 

message when he commented about a reading test preparation strategy: 

You go up on the [overhead], Uke, me. Like the whole class in Ms, Woodward's-
we did a little assignment on the board, on the overhead. When we did that, uh 
(pause), that [finding the main idea].... Now, calling different people up and 
showing them how to do h, you know, where they, where they can do it when 
they get to their seat, now, that's what teachers need to do. 

From the student's point of view, Junior stressed the effectiveness of modeling. 

Atwell (1998) and Allen (2000) support his belief that when students can see how others 

problem solve, we cany that message to our own academic lives. As I observed students 

using the overhead to model and explore such skills as sentence stmcture, summarization, 

or punctuation I was impressed at how many were willing to volunteer to be the 

"teacher," although they were taking the risk of being corrected in front of the entfre 

class. I also found that if the teacher needed to closely monhor each session. The students 

needed her emotional support and professional guidance for clarification as students 

"taught" the lesson. Without this support, students tended to lack expertise and 

confidence. As a result the lesson became less effective. 

On the other hand. Junior noted that teachers often gave insufficient instmctions 

and limhed time to complete an assignment. This caused stress on the part of the student 

and resulted in almost certain failure. He commented that this action on the part of the 

teacher caused the student to give up and hand in the paper without trying. Junior 

explained: 

Don't just.. .give, don't just give 'em the paper and teU em' to do h and h has to 
be done in five minutes, because, hey, they're not gonna, they're not gonna get h 
right in five minutes. They might as well just go on and fail h. (repeats) They 
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might as well just go on and fail it or turn in nothin' because it's due in five 
minutes and you don't know what to do. 

Sometimes teachers place worksheets on desks without considering the purpose 

they serve. Perhaps, it is the pressure to get enough grades or the feeling of "more is 

better" that causes the stacks of assignments to accumulate. For above average students, 

worksheets are not a problem, but for the straggling reader they can be a nightmare. 

Allen (2000) notes that fraditional strategies of skill and drill and worksheets that did not 

work in earlier years are often repeated in intervention programs for adolescents. The 

resuh is a fiirther lack of self-esteem and failure to keep stride whh peers in content area 

classes. 

Another advisoty that Junior suggested concemed interest. As Ivey (1999) asserts, 

students are motivated to read when they have a choice in the selection process. When 

asked to share thefr interests, adolescents demonstrate a wide range of interests. With this 

thought in mind, Ms. Woodward had her students fill out reading interest surveys at the 

begirming of the school year. Junior saw this activity as a beneficial way of cormecting 

teachers to student mterest. He explained: 

[The teacher] should, Uke, the teacher should find a common ground that if the 
students aren't interested in this book then they should find something that the 
student, that the student is interested in. It's the student's fauh too, because 
they're not reading but also, you know, to make reading fim you gotta, the teacher 
has to do something [to help you findjyour total favorite book Just like I said 
before. Just, like find, tty to find some common ground where you know. Like, 
you know, interviewing, like (inaudible), like you know 'What's your favorite 
book?' Do you like reading? Questions like that. 

Junior feh that if teachers knew what their students wanted to read and then made 

sure the classrooms reflected these interests, students would enjoy sustained silent 

reading. Teachers could allow students to bring magazines and books of interest from 
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home to supplement the classroom libraty (Ivey, 1999). Although this can pose a problem 

if guidelines are not posted, it also provides an avenue of connection between home and 

school. I was impressed by Junior's enthusiasm for the reading interest survey. We had 

never discussed it, and it was administered prior to my arrival in the classroom. For h to 

have made such an impact on his life, 1 feh it must represent a valid concern. I knew that 

before the classroom magazine subscription was chosen, Ms. Woodward asked several 

students to preview muhiple thles. Students were enthusiastic about this opportunhy, and 

they were content with the final magazine choice because they had been given a voice in 

the selection process. 

An addhional concem that Junior wanted illuminated in this study was the 

relationship between teachers and students when students request help. He pointed out 

that the teacher's attitude player a major role in fiiture requests. It is a senshive area, and 

Junior felt strongly about this issue: 

Don't just, like, push 'em off, you know, cause they'll never ask for help again. 
You should just take time—^take time for them to do what they need (cough) to do 
what they gotta to help them read. If they have stmggle.. If they're stmgglin' in 
reading you know h means to just say. 'Well I'll get to you in a minute' or 'Go 
sh down' or, or somethin' like that. Help them (beating on table) right then and 
there because if they need help you should help them. Don't blow 'em off 
because... don't blow 'em off because they'll never ask for help again. When a 
teacher pushes the kid off the first time, he might go back... he might go back and 
he might ask, but if she pushes him off real mdely, he's not gonna go back and 
ask. He's gonna say, 'Well, forget h. Maybe she don't want to help me, so, well, 
I'll just fail' Well some teachers, like, either some teachers they'll say they'll get 
(clears throat) they'll say they'll get back to you (clears throat again) they say that 
they'U get back to you, and, and in five minutes, but then when that five minutes 
is up, and you go up to 'em but they're like, 'Well, I've got a ton of stuff to do 
today so I'm not going to be able to help you,' but then you then, then you say, 
' WeU, you said that you were gonna help me in the next five minutes, so why 
come you can't help me then?' ...Then they'll start getting' an attittide, and the 
teacher and the teacher, and the teacher will want to send them to the office just 
because they're askin' for help and that's not right. 
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Junior's account was emotional, but determined, ft Iherally poured out of him as a 

catharsis and a vhal message to all teachers. It traced how a calm situation can escalate 

into a classroom management problem, where an at-risk student may be permanently 

affected. I was reminded of the importance of teachers knowing the students, as well as 

proper pedagogical training and education in working with "at-risk" students. Junior 

continued whh the possible ramifications of this type of ahercation: 

Well, [in the office] they'll focus on, well, 'Well, why was you intermpting the 
class' or 'Why was you disrespecting her' and then, that's when you tell the 
principal, 'I was just askin' for help. She said she'd get back whh me in the next 
five minutes, and that five minutes is up! And I was just goin' to.. was just goin' 
to ask her and that's when she sent me to the office.' 

At this point, I interjected a question. I asked Junior if the principal would be on 

the student's side or the teacher's side in this instance. Junior responded by stating: 

The principal he may respond for your side. He may respond for the teacher's 
side. And what he might say for the teacher's side, 'Well maybe'. He'll make, 
he'll make an excuse for the teacher—'WeU, maybe she had, um, she was 
teachin' the class' or 'maybe she didn't have time for you' or still, if you don't 
have time for your students, then you shouldn't become a teacher. 

Junior felt that even if the principal's excuses for the teacher were tme there was 

reaUy no excuse for a teacher to lack sensitivity for students. Junior's assessment of the 

situation showed that he was aware that many teachers feel bumed out and that, yes, 

some should re-evaluate their career choice. As Junior ended his reflection, he included 

how he would function in this class if this really happened to him: 

[If this happened to me] well, like, I'd go to a dictionaty, you know, and see what 
that word means, or skip h and come back to h, or go to a thesaums and get it. 
'Cause I wouldn't want to go to her after what she's done. 
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After listening to Junior, and wondering if this was a stoty from Junior's past, I 

feh frustrated as an educator. 1 could see how the barriers are buih between straggling 

readers and teachers. 1 could see how the teacher could put academic content and goals 

before the needs of a student due to the pressures buih into a school day. I could 

understand how a principal might feel the need to support the facuhy, especially if the 

student was a repeat offender. But what really fmstrated me was the damage done to the 

student's self-esteem in such a case. I was reminded that h takes confidence for a student 

to ask for help, and that the promises made by teachers to students are sacred. I could see 

why students like Junior might choose to avoid a teacher after such an event. 

The final bit of advice Junior wanted explained was for students. Junior's 

message agreed with Atwell's (1998) philosophy of authentic reading. Atwell suggests 

that aduhs do not read like they expect students to read. Aduhs begin books and cast 

aside what is not of interest, skip words, and even pages. Aduhs don't sh in rigid 

poshions as they read, and they are enthled to take breaks. Junior had never read 

Atwell's work but he echoed solutions to difficuh text as if he had: 

If you're having trouble reading, you know, don't get fiiistrated, you know. Just 
put the book down, go back and do something, go do something else. But after 
you think about h, think about you gotta learn how to read while you're doing 
something else, go back to that same ol' book or passage or whatever h is. What 
you should do is don't get fiiistrated because when you get frustrated, you start 
getting' mad and you start to give up and stuff like that. Don't give up on what 
you're setting your goals for. If you really want to know how to read, set your 
goals, and eventually you'll get to that goal of learning how to read. 

Junior didn't say that sttidents should discard the book. Sometimes, students do 

not have that choice. Rather, his advice was that students take a break and retura to the 

book for fresh starts later because this breaks the chain of reader anger and fiiistration. In 
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addhion, he believed in goal setting, so much a part of his own personal life. His advice 

was sound. It allowed for choices—the choice to take a break and the choice to 

temporarily divert attention from deficits to possibly something where the student can 

feel success. Returning to a passage after feeling a bit rested seems practical and 

psychologically sound. Intervention or a brief tutorial can benefit students if their retum 

to the passage is still met whh difficuhy. 

A Reading Room 

As a culmination of the project, I asked students to think of what would make a 

comfortable reading envfronment. In Junior's case, I pieced his reading room together 

from conversations we across the semester. His reading room reflected his experiences in 

and out of special education classes where instmctors focused on reading interventions 

rather than comforts. His description began whh an area where students could receive 

help on vocabulaty and pronunciation. He shared: 

There's a section some people, they need help on reading. Some people, they 
need help just on pronouncing words. And some people, just, like, might need 
help period, period, period in reading. That's why they need one-on-one help. So 
for a teacher to help thefr students, even though there's only one of them, then the 
student.. .the teacher can go to the one student for five minutes, and just help, help 
him or her one-on-one reading or whatever—^whatever they need help on. You 
need to show the student what they need to be doin', how they need to do it, and 
how they need to do h to get h right.. So, to me, what that means is, showing you 
how to do something is showing you how to do something right, not wrong. 
Because when you do h right, there's no tellin' what kmd of grades you're gonna 
get. 'Maybe this teacher really cares about what I do, and maybe she wants the 
best for me, so maybe I should just go on and bring out my tme colors and what I 
can do.' 

The part of the room where students receive one-on-one help was a place where 

students could receive personal help and not be embarrassed by their peers. Teacher 
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modeling, in Junior's opinion, was the most important element in this area. Although, he 

didn't realize this. Junior had identified the most transferable strategy that teachers could 

employ according to such researchers as Allen (2000) and Atwell (1998). This area in 

Junior's reading room revolved around student strength rather than defichs. Teachers 

showed students what they could do rather than what they couldn't do. 

In another section, students like Junior could feel free to read aloud. He explained 

the importance of this section: 

Some people, they, like me.. .1 like to read out loud because it helps me 
understand what I'm reading, you know. Yeah, h helps you understand.. .it helps 
you understand what you're reading, and how you're reading because sometimes 
a lot of people like to scale thenself reading, like me when I read out loud. I scale 
myself to, like, an 8 or a 9 or a 9 Vi. It doesn't work [when several read at the 
same time] really because there's 3 people reading at the same time, so you want 
to have that one person just read. 

Junior included a place to practice his favorite method of making meaning. There 

would be places where students could read whhout interfering whh others' concentration. 

Junior knew the pain of being publicly corrected for his habh of reading aloud during 

sustained silent reading. He believed that for him reading aloud was the most effective 

way to build comprehension, so he assumed there were others who needed this freedom. 

It was interesting to me, that although he never admitted that the corrections hurt his 

feelings, h was important enough for him to include this place of freedom in his room. 

In yet another part of the room was a place for small groups and the diagnosis of 

reading problems. For a model he referred back to his elementaty years and commented: 

There's a small group [area] there's a small group, all right, like, fr, like, say you 
have a smaU group in reading, like we used to have in 4 grade/5 grade. You'd 
say this group of kids can go over and work whh them, and then you would take 
the other group of kids and are reading and work whh them. See what they, see 
what all kind of kids need to work on in their reading. Understand, you know, just 
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break em up into small groups. You know, I mean, it doesn't have to be that 
many, but just break 'em up into small groups and see what they need help on, 
you know. 

Junior described strategic reading groups and a teacher who floated form one 

group to another in a monitoring and tutoring approach, ft appeared there would possibly 

be several small areas within the main small group area. Junior thoughts were supported 

by a new school model where schools are smaller and students receive personalized 

attention focused on personal needs. Gewertz (2001) points out that the present design of 

schools is being examined to see if by rethinking the physical design and academic 

renderings might better meet the needs of students. 

In addition to these thoughts. Junior saw a need for an area devoted to special 

mterests. This area would have an appearance of a game room. His description of this 

area emphasized a focus on flin in reading: 

Because that we want to know more about history, but we don't want to have to 
sit there and just read out of the book, all-boring, and we wanna do, like, games 
and stuff and like you can use your notes on a game, you know, like trashketball 
You can make it a social studies trashketball. All you have to do is have your 
notes on what hs about, what the war about, and where h came from. Have your 
notes about that, and then make h a fiin way cause a lotta kids get.. don't want to 
just sh there and just read out the book because they'll get tired and sleepy and 
bored and they'll go to sleep. 

My response to Junior's ideas was "What a stimulating and supportive room!" His 

last area was filled whh skill-building activhies through hands on games. He connected 

informational texts to interests, and there was no mention of the worksheets and the skill-

and-drill so common in the tradhional approach to teaching reading. Instead, students 

would prepare for texts and review through games that were simple and inexpensive to 

make. Junior believed that games engaged sttidents and kept them alert and focused on 
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the information contained in the content. From my conversations with Junior, I don't 

believe he excluded books in his concept of a reading room. Rather, he expanded the 

knowledge contained in the books to the fun of compethion through a game format. All 

in all the room was learner centered. 

The small group strategic teaching and the one-on-one tutorial approach are 

reflected in research. Vygotsky (1978) suggested that scaffolding through expert 

modeling to those who were less proficient and carefiilly stretching the curriculum 

encourages independent learning. Junior saw the need for small groups in his suggestions 

to help straggling readers, and he incorporated this into the reading room. His game 

section of the reading room is compatible whh Richard-Amato (1996), Vygotsky (1978) 

and Rosenblatt (1994, 1990, 1978) when they mention the importance of social discourse 

in leaming. 

Concluding Remarks 

Junior is considered at-risk for several reasons, one of which is the fact that he is a 

special education student. Over the years he has experienced interventions, summer 

school "placement" rather than retention into both the fu-st and the fourth grades. He has 

experienced ongoing tutorials in a supportive attempt to maintain academics at or near 

grade level. Due to Junior's experiences and his reflective personality, I discovered what 

had been effective for him. He wished to share his opinion in the format of this study in 

hopes of helping other straggling readers. 

His eariy reading showed family support which is important for motivating young 

people to learn to read. He learaed to value education from his family and he set reading 
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goals from his cousin's mentoring. He was passing on the lessons he learned through 

tutorials with his nephew. His memories of reading experiences showed that he had more 

than one teacher who impressed him by sharing strategies such as to breaking down 

information, modeling, and highlighting articles that have added to his abiUty to gain 

information with text. 

At the beginning of the study, I asked Junior to consider strategies that he used 

while he read informational text. His self-report is contained in Appendix D. He reported 

that he thought about other things while he read and that he never questioned the author 

about ideas he encountered in the text. Junior reread information most of the time and 

when he came to confusing parts of a passage he skipped over h most of the time. He 

reported that he always read as rapidly as possible and he visualized most of the time 

while reading. 

During the semester, I asked him to share strategies that he used and I observed 

his reading behaviors during sustained silent reading. When he participated in a think 

aloud activity, I discovered that Junior used some strategies of which he was unaware, 

such as questioning the author behind the text. I was present when the students in Room 

409 took then second benchmark test in reading and I noted what I saw in my field notes. 

Junior demonstrated that he had a system of strategies in place for taking standardized 

tests. As he and his peers took the test, I noted their approaches in my notebook. In 

Junior's case, before reading a passage, he highlighted the thle and then read the 

questions to know what to look for m the passage. Next, he read the passage and then he 

highlighted portions he considered important. While choosing his answers. Junior 
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referred to the passage on two of the ten questions. His score increased by three points 

boosting him to an 80%. 

Working whh Junior was intense, because he put so much effort into the 

interviews. I sensed that he had straggled harder to get to this point in his education than 

he was able to share. He had strong feelings about what he wanted to say to teachers and 

students from the first time that we met to discuss the study to the final interview. Vacca 

and Vacca (2002) stress that straggling readers are often equipped whh strategies, but 

they often do not quite know how to apply them. I believe this is the case whh Junior. 

Continued successes will help Junior to recognize these strengths as a reader. I think 

Junior reaUzed his message was important before I came in contact with him. 

Finally, I heard once that when you want answers, you should go to those with the 

problem and listen to then solutions. I went to Junior, an adolescent considered "at-risk" 

in reading, and I asked not one, but many questions. He answered them all candidly and 

thoroughly, and he taught me so vety much. 
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CHAPTER VII 

CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS 

Each case study from the previous three chapters presents the view of a ninth 

grade student who was considered "at-risk" in reading. Data were collected from 

observations, classroom artifacts, and informal interviews. I was fortunate to have the 

opportunity to function as a teaching assistant as well as an observer during this project. 

Since I wanted to be as unobtmsive as possible, I did not interfere with the regular school 

activities planned by their teacher, but attempted to add support whenever possible. This 

experience allowed me to meet with the students in a large group format as well as in 

occasional tutorials. Because of this opportunity, I was able to observe how the students 

performed academically and socially in their reading class, and they accepted me as a 

temporaty member of Room 409. 

As I moved about Room 409,1 noted what the participants read for sustained 

sUent reading, and how they responded with their body language as they read or worked 

on assignments. Often I answered questions that the students had about Me and thek 

assignments, and just as often, they answered my questions about the same topics. I asked 

if I could look at thefr artifacts and they agreed, knowing h could contribute to the body 

of reading research. Thus, I collected thefr joumals, theh worksheets, and their responses 

to Interact surveys that asked for thefr opinions. During the last month of the study, I 

audio-taped informal weekly interviews designed to stimulate the participants' thoughts 

about thefr reading experiences as they progressed through school and what worked for 

them as readers. At the end of each interview session, I gave them a verbal prompt to 
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consider during the upcoming week so they would have "food for thought" for our next 

meeting. We became focused on giving straggling readers a voice about what strategies 

they found most useful for their reading lives and what advice they had for other students 

considered as "at-risk" in reading. 

In this chapter, I examine the similarities and differences between the cases. I 

explore each categoty in light of my observations, student artifacts, and what the three 

participants contributed during the interview sessions. By analyzing across the cases, I 

hope to illuminate the strength of each participant's voice while providing a blend of thefr 

thoughts and perceptions. For clarity, I present the categories and subcategories in a 

format that parallels their presentation in the case studies. The categories are as follows: 

Early Reading, Defining Reading, Reading to Gain Information, Making Connections 

with Text, Helping the Sttiiggling Student, and A Reading Room. Within each of these 

categories, I also discuss the various subcategories that fall under these larger concepts. 

In my concluding remarks, I present the most prominent findings of the comparison of 

the three cases. 

Earlv Reading 

I initiated each case study whh a discussion of the participants' early readmg 

experiences because I wanted them to reflect upon then total reading experiences. I asked 

the three participants to review thefr memories of learaing to read, thefr reading 

experiences with thefr families, and then reading in elementaty school. 

Each of the participants recalled being "read to" on a fairly regular basis during 

then pre-school years and into the early elementaty grades. Stacy recalled her mother 
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reading to her each night before she went to bed, and a special memoty of the "Clifford" 

books stood in her mind as enjoyable experiences. Junior recalled tender times when his 

mother read to him at bedtime. Together they read the traditional tales of childhood, such 

as The Three Little Pigs and Goldilocks and the Three Bears, as well as modera fantasy 

books such as the Berenstain Bears series. Lalo, too, recalled his mother reading stories 

to him on a regular basis. He recalled the contemporaty book Love You Forever 

(Munsch, 1987) with emotion, stating that he remembered empathizing whh the mother 

and son. Through this book, he became determined that he would always be there for his 

mother like she has been there for him. 

All of the participants mentioned thefr family in theh memories of the early years 

of reading, which indicated that there was a sense of family support. Junior also mentored 

his nephew by reading to him and helping him sound out words. In addhion, he 

motivated his nephew to reach higher and become a better reader, just as Junior's cousin 

did for him. Stacy and Lalo did not mention mentoring other members of the family. 

The participants recalled vety few details of thefr early schooling. Thefr records 

indicated that all three were exposed to reading development programs within the school 

system. Stacy and Lalo attended Head Start at a local center, and Stacy later participated 

in a Reading Recovety program. Junior participated in a Distar program. All had attended 

summer school at some point, and Lalo was retained in eighth grade. 

I asked each of them if they remembered attending a special reading class or a 

puUout program for reading, and none had a memoty of this. Stacy and Junior had 

pleasant memories of thefr early years in school, but Lalo remembered feelings of 

disappointment because h was a stmctured setting. 
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Stacy remembered a phonics-based program in the eariy years, and recalled that 

learaing how to read was a time consuming project. She still considered sounding out 

words and reading rapidly as "reading." She didn't recall reading problems in her primaty 

grades, but recalled difficuhy keeping up with her peers in the intermediate years. Junior 

indicated that his feelings fluctuated between boredom and exchement in the early years 

of school. He felt that he learaed to read a bit later than he had expected. He said he liked 

to read, especially sports stories on basketball. Lalo was an avid reader who read to 

escape the school environment. He feh that the curriculum had been misguided from the 

beginning of his school experience. He became detached from school as curriculum 

demands replaced libraty visits and self-selection of reading materials. Participants 

differed in their response to whether, as ninth graders, they liked to read. Stacy stated 

that she did not like to read, although she read pop culture—^which she didn't define as 

"reading" at the beginning of the study. Lalo and Junior on the other hand, admitted that 

they liked to read, and they read both for information and for entertainment. Junior stated 

however that, although he enjoyed reading, h was not his favorite activity. 

Defining Reading 

I wanted to know how reading fit into the participants' lives, so I asked them the 

question, "What is reading?" I hoped to see if these sttidents viewed reading as words on 

a page or if they extended the concept to broader arenas. I discovered that they found 

reading in many places besides a book. Thefr answers were as varied and as rich as thefr 

personaUties. 
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Stacy and Lalo stated that reading was found in a number of places in addhion to 

the pages of a book. Stacy found reading on the computer, in books, and from teachers 

and parents. Lalo saw reading everywhere he looked in his environment. At school, he 

found h on posters, in magazines, catalogues, books, and newspapers. He found h in 

public places and painted on walls as graffiti Junior, however, did not mention where he 

found reading other than in reading passages. 

Stacy and Junior had a functional definhion for reading that related to survival in 

society. Stacy defined reading as words that are written down in many areas and the 

reader learas from reading h. Junior defined reading as boring but necessaty, unless he 

was cormected by interest. Lalo's definition of reading, on the other hand, was more 

complicated. He defined reading as someone stating an opinion and others ttying to 

understand h. His definition carried Umhations, however. One example was that the 

writer had to write clearly and the reader had to tty to understand the writer's message. 

The participants mentioned their favorite reading genres and tended to read 

mostly in that genre. Guthrie et al. (1997) assert that straggling readers may not have a 

reading disability, but a lack of exposure to print and time to reflect on what has been 

read. Stacy defined her favorite reading interest as pop-culture magazines, where she 

spent her time searching for beauty and fashion advice. Junior was most connected to the 

subject of basketball. When he was reading his "current favorite book," Junior feh the 

pull of the text even after he had completed h. Lalo enjoyed reading about histoty and 

religion, and he found his favorites in the book and video stores that he frequented. I 

noted that the participants' somewhat narrow reading interests limhed thefr ability to 

expand their reading foundations. 
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The Gift of Reading 

The three participants had different perspectives on the importance of reading in 

then lives, but their statements did not always match their actions. Stacy, for example, 

claimed to read only when she had to read. She claimed that she did not enjoy reading, 

but felt grateful for her ability to read. As the study progressed, however, her actions 

exhibhed that she read pop culture avidly as she gathered information on pop-star news, 

fashion, and beauty products. This type of reading, however, was entertaining and did not 

appear to fit within her definhion of reading. 

Junior saw the gift of reading as a means to better survive in society and to get a 

job. He commented that, if you chose a topic and followed your interests, you needed to 

be able to read. Junior and Stacy equated reading with sounding out words correctly. For 

Stacy this skill came easily, but for Junior h was a stmggle that didn't seem to go away 

desphe a huge amount of effort on his part. 

Lalo loved to read and he followed his reading interests to stimulate his 

imagination rather than to survive in society. He stated that time not spent reading might 

be time wasted, and that people took the ability of reading for granted. Where Stacy read 

out of obligation, and Junior read for survival in society, Lalo read constantly for escape, 

entertairunent, and to gain information. 

Reading is for Information and Problem Solving 

Pressley (1999) asserts that strategic reading requfres a philosophy of processing 

information and commhment to text by meaningful participation with the text. All three 

participants demonstrated this abilhy when they read to gather information and problem-
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solve. Stacy's interest in pop culture found her searching for the latest information and 

advice in pop culture magazines and books as she collected information on beauty 

products, fashion tips, and gossip. She loved the pop-culture features of the newspaper, 

such as the horoscope and "Dear Abby." Junior gathered information on basketball 

players and rales of the game. His interest in the Civil War emerged over the course of 

the study, and he searched for facts that contributed to his base knowledge. Lalo, too, 

gathered information, mostly on goverament issues and histoty. Where Stacy and Junior 

spent most of theh time reading pop-culture magazines or the shorter features found in 

the newspaper, Lalo sfretched his awareness through histoty books and the longer front

page articles of the newspaper. He enjoyed difficult text on these subjects, commenting 

that discarding a passage was a last resort for him. He attempted to develop an interest in 

what he read, and enjoyed stretching to the level of comprehension that the texts requfred. 

Reading at School is not Connected to Life 

None of the participants feh that what they read in theh content-area classes 

reflected thefr lives at home. O'Brien et al. (1995) suggest that some content area 

teachers, especially newer teachers, do not enrich assignments whh hands on reading 

activhies that help build comprehension and build connections to sttident lives. Stacy did 

not see that what she read at school other than what she read in her reading class, was 

connected to her Ufe before or after school. Reading in her content classes consisted 

mostly of facts about people from the past with no connections to today. She didn't mind 

reading about the past if she could sttidy about kids her age and thefr activhies. She 

complained that meaningless lists of facts written in paragraphs were annoying and didn't 
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help her learn. Junior, too, did not see a connection between what was contained in 

textbooks and how he lived as a teenager. He saw a need for teachers to make 

connections between histOty and today's teens. Lalo found math and science difficuh 

because he did not connect to them, but he did find a connection in some of his classes 

because of his interests. The problem was that the topics he found interesting were 

brashed over orally by teachers as they attempted to cover the curriculum, and students 

never read about those topics in class. His solution was to make mental notes of what he 

wanted to leara and then to search for information on the topics after school in the 

libraty, on the Interact, or in bookstores. Whereas Stacy and Junior were passive about 

thefr exposure to topics at school, Lalo took a more active role in gathering information 

that connected to his life or interests. 

Lalo became fiirther alienated when the poUcing of behavior became more 

important than teaching him academics. He feh teachers in the higher grades were less 

enthusiastic than those in the lower grades. 

Lalo became alienated from school hself, when the policing of behavior became 

more important than teaching him academics. He feh teachers in the higher grades were 

less enthusiastic than those in the lower grades. 

Reading is Reading Aloud 

Stacy enjoyed reading aloud because she feh she had a talent for h. She preferred 

to practice the material she was to read ahead of time so that her performance would be 

perfect. She sounded out words, concentrating on pronunciation perfection rather than 

reading for meaning as she worked her way through the passage. Junior, however, read 

367 



aloud for a different purpose—^because he based his ability to comprehend what he read 

orally. He feh that he had to hear a passage to understand it. He also felt that if he read 

aloud, those around him would hear him and provide support in the form of corrections. 

For Lalo, h was a much different stoty. Although his peers enjoyed reading aloud, Lalo 

did not like to be in the spotlight, so he never volunteered for a tura to read orally. When 

Ms. Woodward called upon him to read or asked him to volunteer for a part in a class 

play, Lalo sank lower in his chair and mumbled a "No, thanks." Occasionally, he pointed 

out an article or advertisement to his fiiend Alex and read parts of h softly, snickering 

afterwards and giving a high sign before returning to his seat. The girls found Lalo 

fascinating, and on occasion I observed Lalo sharing an advertisement from a catalogue 

with a gfrl perhaps as an excuse for taking a moment to talk whh her. Whereas Stacy saw 

reading aloud as an opportunity to show her talents, and Junior needed it to comprehend, 

Lalo defined reading aloud as a social interaction only, and shrank from the spotlight of 

performance that accompanied large-group oral reading activhies. 

Reading is on the Computer 

Wiles and Bondi (2002) assert that teachers need to develop teaching methods 

based on interaction with text, society and the Intemet. The participants in the sttidy were 

exposed to computers on a daily basis in the remedial reading classroom. Stacy, 

however, hesitantly included reading on the computer in her definhion of reading. She 

limhed use of the computer to when she had to complete a reading lesson for the remedial 

reading program. She did mention that she used h as a tool for research projects but she 

preferred libraty books. Junior included reading on the computer as part of his reading 
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definhion and was more enthusiastic about the computer reading program because he 

looked forward to reading the informational stories it contained. Sometimes he relied too 

much on prior knowledge and skipped over facts in the passage. Lalo also found the 

informational passages on the computer program interesting. He read ahead of his peers 

and scored highly on the exams. He was comfortable reading on the computer, and when 

he earaed free time by early completion of the tests, he browsed the Interact. 

Reading in Other Classes 

Many content area teachers do not know how to address the needs of straggling 

readers (Moore et al., 1999). Perhaps for this reason, reading in content area classes was a 

limited occurrence for the participants. For Stacy this was acceptable because she viewed 

it as a chore to be accomplished and did not approach it whh a sense of enjoyment or 

comprehension building. Her passiveness was based in the fact that the textbooks in her 

content area classes were boring and difficuh to remember. Junior attempted to engage 

with the textbooks by ttying to picture what he read in his content area classes. He 

mentioned that he attempted to visualize what he read by creating a scene before him and 

entering it. His problem with reading in those classes was centered on his need to read 

aloud, which usually resulted in scolding from teachers and peers. 

Lalo's experience indicated that he rarely had the opporhinity to read in his 

content area classes. At the most he read for only about ten minutes throughout the day. 

Usually he learaed of events from movies or lectures or notes that he copied. He 

mentioned that reading was an independent component of the general curriculum and had 

to be accomplished when the student could find the time. Lalo said that time set aside for 
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reading occurred as a routine only in the reading class. None of the participants enjoyed 

their reading experiences in their content area classes. 

Reading as Boring and a Chore 

Guthrie et al. (1997) assert that motivation to read is contextual and teachers 

should factor motivation strategies in lesson planning. Stacy and Junior found reading in 

the content areas to be less than interesting because the materials and topics were not 

stimulating. Stacy did not remember what she read for her classes because she could not 

connect to them. Junior stated that he found that after he read what he feh was interesting 

in the newspaper (which consisted of the weather, the horoscope, the comics and sports), 

the rest of the newspaper was boring. He consciously put disturbing news out of his mind 

because it was a chore to read. 

Lalo didn't find reading boring, but he did find lectures and group read-alouds 

boring. Thus he used reading as a means of escape, and to keep himself occupied and out 

of trouble. He read even when he was supposed to pay attention to his teacher. He didn't, 

however, consider this as off-task behavior, and he didn't get in trouble for h. His 

behavior meant that sometimes he missed academic points, but stopping him was 

impossible. 

Reading at Home 

Stacy, Junior, and Lalo mentioned that they read regulariy at home. Stacy read 

notes and pop culture magazines at home, and Junior read informational sports stories 

between two and three hours each night. As previously noted, Lalo read at home about 
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topics that had been mentioned at school. He admitted that he read more at home than at 

school. His topics ranged form histoty to religion, and he was firm about the fact that at 

home he could read what he wanted, whereas at school the topics were controlled. He 

said he read 20-30 minutes before bed evety other night. 

Reading Must Be Interesting 

One of the strongest themes that emerged during the study was the need for 

interesting text that would make connections to students' lives so as to motivate them to 

read informational text. Hubbell (1990) asserts that at-risk readers often connect special 

interests in informational text and that prior knowledge from special interests may enable 

readers to read text at a higher reading level. Stacy wanted relevance to the point that if 

informational text did not meet her interests, she skipped over most parts of h. Her 

passion for pop culture provided a backdrop for comparison to her own life and was more 

interesting than the information found in her textbooks. In the newspaper, "Dear Abby" 

gave her life guidelines. The astrology colunm gave her answers to her life, and local 

police and sports stories kept her abreast of vhal news. 

If Junior did not have interesting text to read, he digressed into off-task behavior. 

Junior exhibhed his desire for high interest text by reading basketball stories, game 

improvement suggestions, and biographies of team players. His interest in histoty 

emerged as a new interest as the study approached a conclusion. Reading biographies in 

histoty connected to his love of biographies of basketball team members. Lalo's interest 

in histoty led him to read high interest informational text about our nation's past. He 

commented that interesting text to him might not be interesting text to his peers because 
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he searched for patteras in histoty. He also read newspaper articles that were serious in 

content. In addition to reading, Lalo used information in histOty movies to supply topics 

for reading about in books. 

For all of the participants, personal interest was limited to one or two topics rather 

than a broad base. The time they spent reading at school was mostly spent in reading 

class, where because of time restrictions based on curriculum needs, participants pursued 

their interests for twenty minutes daily whhout being challenged to read materials beyond 

pop culture magazines, limhed informational picture books, newspapers, and worksheet 

passages. 

Using Strategies to Gain Information 

All of the participants had personal assortments of strategies they had collected 

over thefr academic careers. I noticed that often they could name the strategies and 

describe them verbally, but I wondered if they applied them when necessaty to help build 

comprehension. Allen (2000) states that straggling readers are often equipped whh 

muhiple strategies, but these strategies are underdeveloped and are not helpfiil to the 

readers as they attempt to meet thefr academic needs. 

Stacy did not feel that she needed strategies to help her read. She relied on her 

ability to sound out words, and she concentrated on words rather than on ideas within a 

passage. She said that teachers had taught her to sound out the words or to reread the 

passage. She gathered meaning from the thle and headings in informational text. She lost 

meaning in her word-by-word approach. Junior relied on reading aloud to build 

understanding, and Lalo feh that he had only one strategy ("breaking h down") to rely 
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on—and if that did not work, he might get lost in the passage. Yet, as I talked whh each 

participant, I found they used several strategies without realizing it. 

Using Reference Material 

All three participants used reference materials in class to build understanding, but 

they used them for different purposes and whh different systems. Stacy used reference 

materials if the teacher was not available to give her the answers. She combined reference 

materials with prior knowledge and context clues. If there were muhiple meanings in a 

dictionaty definition, Stacy substituted each meaning in the sentence and chose the one 

she thought worked the best. Stacy built vocabulaty skills through the use of reference 

materials or rereading the word in the context of sentence. If a teacher was available and 

Stacy asked for help, she expected the teacher to give her the answer and not tell her how 

to get the answer. She found this approach efficient. 

Unlike Stacy who used context clues to build meaning. Junior had an established 

system for using reference materials based on pronunciation skills. If he couldn't sound h 

out then he referred to the dictionaty and used the pronunciation key to help him say the 

word. Once again he relied on his oral skills to build meaning. If he could hear the word, 

he felt he could understand it. 

Lalo used reference materials to help him gain information he needed to increase 

understanding. He referred to dictionaries or the encyclopedia on-line as he read without 

being prompted by the teacher, and was aware of when to use a dictionaty or when an 

encyclopedia was more efficient. Often his reference skills were independent of his 

assignments as he pursued reading passages of interest. He saw utilization of reference 
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materials as a component of being a better reader and taking control of his academics. He 

stated "... if you read, you have to put in the effort." 

Activating Prior Knowledge 

Research shows that students with prior knowledge implement information more 

effectively than those students who lack background knowledge (Ogle, 1986; Shell et al. 

1997). Stacy, for example, activated prior knowledge to build in meaning and to connect 

to her interest in authentic text. Her need to be motivated by interesting text that was 

realistic and cormected to her life requfred that she have a foundation of some type of 

prior knowledge to build understanding. Her personal interest in comparing new 

information to her prior knowledge was a method of maintaining interest. 

Junior's approach to activating prior knowledge, however, was a combination of 

two sfrategies he leamed from his teachers. He found a strategy that Ms. Woodward 

suggested in class similar to a favorite strategy he learaed years ago and still found so 

effective that he contmued to use h. Ms. Woodward's "line by line" strategy was similar 

to the strategy he called "Think as you go along," a strategy that asks students to 

concentrate on smaller units of print and to reflect as they pass from one section of print 

to another. While reading the passage, students activate prior knowledge as they gather 

information. Junior found this strategy to be the most empowering strategy he had 

learned in school. 

In a similar fashion, Lalo used a strategy that focused on activating prior 

knowledge that he called "breaking h down." By activating prior knowledge, Lalo could 

problem solve text and make use of the context clues in much the same way that Junior 
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used his strategy. Unfortunately, Lalo saw this strategy as his only strategy to problem-

solve text. His comment, "If h didn't work, I don't know what I'd do," hinted at his lack 

of explich knowledge of meaningful strategies. 

Lalo explained that he used his thinking and reflecting skills consciously to build 

meaning. As he read, he paused at short intervals to think about all that he knew about the 

topic. He sometimes linked what he knew to other topics and that provided him whh 

research ideas. He used the metaphor of puzzle pieces fitting the right places when he 

compared the sfrategy to his reading assignments. 

Although Junior's interest in reading centered on the subject of basketball by 

hself for most of this study, h carried him to muhiple articles on the subject, and his prior 

knowledge allowed him to read them whh ease and feel successfiil Occasionally his prior 

knowledge interfered with his success on a computer test when he hurried through the 

passage and missed new information contained in the answers to the questions at the end 

of the text. For the most part, he became an expert on basketball just as Stacy became an 

expert in pop culture and Lalo in histoty and current events. 

Using Context Clues 

Saenz and Fuchs (2002) suggest that straggling readers have more difficulty with 

exposhoty text than with narrative passages and that context clues are more difficuh to 

them to access. In this study, all three participants applied context clue strategies they had 

learned over the years to fiction, but Stacy admitted that she was a novice at applying 

them to informational text. Stacy read the sentence and questioned the meaning of h. If 

she encountered a froublesome word, she sometimes skipped h and continued reading. 
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Later she would retura to it and tty to solve the problem. She confided that she used this 

method for solving problems in text mostly for fiction because, she explained, h worked 

best for fiction. 

Although Junior did not mention using context clues as a strategy, he 

demonstrated in the think aloud activity whh me that he used them as he read new 

information. For example, when he came to the word "obsidian" and could not sound it 

out, he relied on me for help at first. After he received the oral support, he advanced to 

looking ahead into the text for context clues to supply the meaning of the word. 

Lalo used the term "reading around it" for using context clues as a strategy. As he 

read the words in the passage, he inferred meaning and questioned the text in a problem 

solving marmer. He was lookmg for the meaning as if h were a piece to a puzzle as well 

as a challenge. 

Using Worksheets 

Allen (1995) found that too much concentration on worksheets at the expense of 

written response and oral discussion resuhed in passive learaers and contributed to a lack 

of self-esteem. This fact seemed to hold trae for the participants in this sttidy. Stacy 

completed worksheets successfully but admitted that she did not enjoy them, and in her 

reading room that she designed at the end of the sttidy she consciously left them out. 

Many of the worksheets that Stacy and her peers were assigned to complete were in the 

format of standardized test passages whh muhiple choice questions at the end. Stacy 

followed the pattera for highlighting that she memoriized at school and she attacked 
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worksheets armed with this strategy. It included, among other aspects, highlighting key 

words, the titie, the questions, and the answers. 

Junior approached worksheets without attempting to apply the strategies stressed 

in class. As a resuh he relied on the prior knowledge he had gained over his earlier years 

in school, and that information sometimes interfered with new knowledge his teacher 

stressed. Thus, he scored higher on multiple choice questions at the Uteral level of 

imderstanding than he did on higher-order, open-ended questions. He was more 

comfortable with worksheets designed in the format of standardized tests because he was 

comfortable functioning at that level and was resistant to stretching to a higher level. 

Where Stacy was successfiil on worksheets in any format, and Junior was more 

successful with worksheets in the test format, Lalo's lowest scores were on those sheets 

that were in the multiple choice format. Lalo saw no real value in the use of worksheets 

he encountered in his classes to help him build understanding, so he was resistant to 

completing them to the best of his ability. On punctuation exercises he exerted little effort 

even in tutorial situations. He performed more successfully on worksheets that requfred 

short answers. His scores on the worksheets did not reflect his oral and v^itten expression 

in free writing, and he often used short answer worksheets to express shocking ideas in an 

attempt to gain attention. If worksheets were connected to what he read in the newspaper, 

he found them more authentic and worthy of his attention. 

Unlike Lalo, if Junior was to extend his thoughts on a worksheet, he did not 

respond beyond a minimal effort. When asked to rewrhe a phrase into a sentence, he 

chose the phrase closest to a complete thought because h was afready completed for him. 

He refused help in a tutorial when students were to elaborate on thefr thoughts, but he 
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enjoyed watching the modeling of his peers as they problem-solved portions of the same 

worksheet on the overhead. His recall of the activity and content of the lesson lasted for 

several days. 

Stacy, Junior, and Lalo chose newspaper stories to use on related worksheets that 

coincided with thefr reading interests. Stacy chose sensational local stories or pop culture 

letters from "Dear Abby," Junior relied on sports stories, and Lalo was more rounded in 

his choices. He usually relied on the local current events such as crime stories but 

occasionally included his reactions to some world and sports events. 

Responsive Writing 

Stacy, Junior, and Lalo responded in thefr reading journals to articles and 

passages they read by summarizing as suggested by theh teacher. They were also 

encouraged to reflect on want they read, but Lalo was the only participant to consistently 

take advantage of this portion of the assignment. Although the participants may have read 

several short articles in several sections of the newspapers, their responses reflected their 

stated interests in reading. Atwell (1998) asserts that subject joumals allow teachers to 

monitor summarization for self-expression and higher level thinking. 

Stacy wrote in her response joumal to address newspaper articles that reflected 

her interest in pop culture and sensational stories. Her responses were usually 

lighthearted, and she chose stories by their "short" length. Junior's responses were brief, 

but reflected his interests in sports, clothing, and articles Ms. Woodward highlighted. His 

responses offered few personal reflections. If he responded online to a survey that asked 

his opinion, he was eager to write although he received no grade. His responses in this 
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format were longer than the responses he made in his joumal and he defended his opinion 

with supporting facts. He even risked getting in trouble for off task behavior by working 

on the computer rather than working at his seat. 

Like Stacy and Junior, Lalo used the response jouraal to summarize what he read 

but he extended his reflections with personal comments. His opinions regarding certain 

people in the media and the political arena were often objects of his summaries and 

opinions. His jouraal responses also reflected his opinion on terrorist activhy and world 

issues. He also responded to local news items, especially sensational criminal stories. His 

interest in ffrearms emerged through his jouraal responses with rather graphic reflections. 

His jouraal was a fomm of self-expression more than it was for Stacy and Junior. 

Using Computers to Gain Information 

Stacy mentioned that she saw the computer as a tool for gaining knowledge for 

research projects, but she was fiiistrated v^th the computer reading program when she feh 

her scores were being recorded incorrectly. This limhed her desfre to read for information 

in the articles presented, and she also resisted application of test reading skills unless 

monitored. For example, she did not reread on the computer reading program at the 

beginning of the study, but was beginning to do so by the end of h so she could increase 

her scores. 

Junior's time at the computer was usually taken up with completing reading 

passages and testmg on the reading program. He found the passages interesting and did 

not complain, but he accessed online reading when he had a chance. He would often 

journey back to the computer under the pretense of completing work in the reading 
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program, but his interest was usually limited to rapidly filling out surveys and responding 

to sites based in sports articles that he found in pop culture magazines or that had been 

mentioned on the "Channel One News" program. 

Lalo scored higher and worked faster on his computer tests than any of his peers, 

although they were in the same standardized test format as the worksheets. He was proud 

of his achievements and commented that he found the topics interesting or he would not 

have continued to complete them as rapidly as he did. As a reward for hard work on 

assignments, he was given extra time to browse the Interact. He admitted that he would 

have enjoyed more assignments on the computer and feh that his peers would have also 

benefited from more access. 

Rereading to Build Meaning 

Stacy reread only for definhe purposes. With informational text she relied on the 

teacher to supply meaning or she relied on reference materials and then, only if she was 

interested in the materials. She resented having to reread on the computer and did so only 

because it was requfred to raise her test scores and not to build meaning or interest. 

Junior echoed her response when he shared why students did not reread by choice. 

He concluded that students didn't reread because they were unmotivated and in a huny to 

complete the assignments. He said that he reread if he was preparing for a test and he 

didn't understand the passage but he, too, admitted that he reread only if he was 

monitored, such as on the computer program. He made no promise to reread on his own. 

Lalo, however, reread as a strategy to build meaning. It served as a self-

monitoring strategy when his concentration drifted. On the computer, he feh the need to 
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concentrate on speed, and rereading became an issue different from Stacy and Junior. He 

feh that on the computer he would comprehend less if he didn't reread rapidly. He did 

not need to reread news articles due to the level of writing, but he did reread 

independently if he was seeking information on topics of interest. 

Visualization 

Cox et al. (1984) assert that interaal visual elaboration, where readers are 

encouraged to form images in their minds and to produce images on paper builds 

comprehension in informational text. The three participants found visualization helpful in 

building motivation to read informational text and to build understanding. All relied on 

the provided picture clues to establish the setting and other details. 

Stacy visuaUzed vividly when she was interested in a passage. She did not 

visualize, however, if she was not mterested. As mentioned, whh informational picture 

books she used the illustrations, photographs, and pictures to help her engage with the 

text, establish prior knowledge, and set the scene concerning what she was about to read. 

Junior also engaged in visualization. He found that by putting himself in the 

passage he built understanding and stimulated his imagination. He applied this skill to 

content area classes by pretending to visit countries he read about, or by seeing himself 

completing experiments he read about in science. 

Lalo's natural interest in art stimulated his ability to visualize as he read. His 

sense of visualization was so vivid that if he did not visualize, Lalo feh he was not 

comprehending; thus he used this as a self-monitoring strategy. It was his key not only to 
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comprehension but to enjoyment. He shared that as his predictions changed throughout 

the passage, so did his visualizations. 

Asking the Author behind the Text 

Rosenblatt (1994) suggests that readers examine a new concept or a thought in a 

passage and attempts to fit it into prior knowledge. This action can resuh in asking 

questions of the text or the author behind the text. Stacy admitted that she was unaware 

that she communicated with the author behind the text until I pointed h out to her. She 

generated questions when she was sure of the gerû e and comfortable with h. Then, when 

she did not accept what the author was saying or understand what the interviewer 

reported, she questioned the text or the author. When her interest was piqued, she 

questioned a character dfrectly rather than the author. 

Junior demonstrated that, when supported in a tutorial he also questioned the 

author behind the text. If he did not understand a concept he generated questions for 

fiirther mvestigation. For example, when he participated in an activity where he didn't 

understand the setting or the culture, he questioned why the author didn't supply more 

information. 

Lalo was most aware of the possibility of questioning the author behind the text 

when I mentioned h to him. He shared that he believed that readers who engaged with 

text asked the author questions. If the information he read was incongment to previous 

concepts, he would question the information asking, "Is that right?" He was critical of 

writers who misinformed readers because what was written should be correct. Writers 

owed that to the reader. 
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Thinking Aloud and Transacting with Informational Text 

The think aloud a strategy encourages students to verbalize what they are thinking 

while they read (Afflerbach &VanSledright, 2001). As a method to enlighten Lalo, Stacy 

and Junior to how they communicated with a passage as they read, I tutored them in a 

think aloud activity. I chose to keep this as a separate section rather than placing h in 

related sub-sections so that the reader could experience the event much as h occurred 

during the tutorial. 

The three participants demonstrated activating prior knowledge as they transacted 

with an informational picture book of thefr choice in the think aloud activhy I monitored. 

For example, Stacy activated prior knowledge by accessing a memory of a preceding 

night's dirmer. Junior recalled prior knowledge from his histoty class. Lalo activated 

knowledge from two prior exposures to informational passages on Pablo Picasso, one 

exposure from an informational picture book and the other from a standardized test 

worksheet. His prior knowledge experience was interesting because Lalo could not 

remember where he first heard about Picasso. He was aware, however, that the artist 

suffered from depression and that the artist had color moods. 

Both Junior and Lalo summarized as they read through a passage. Junior 

demonstrated that he could summarize information as he read aloud, although he had 

never seen the text until he began the activhy. As Lalo progressed through the text, he 

summarized and reflected on the facts in the passage as weU as his own thoughts. 

Other components of this activity included Stacy's concentration on her 

performance rather than the meaning of the text. Her sfrategy of choice was decoding, 
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and she chose the book for its format rather than for its content. Junior demonstrated use 

of prediction when reading informational text, and did so by using the information from 

the heading of the section about food preparation he was reading. He also questioned the 

author about the process of preserving food in ancient times. In addition, he realized that 

his perception of tiie text changed as he read through the passage, allowing him to change 

his mind about what he had already read. Lalo demonstrated that he visualized both in 

words and picture form. In his think aloud, he started visualizing in words and this 

progressed to pictures as he became more familiar whh the content. His ability to 

visualize was stimulated by referring to pictures that helped him build knowledge. He 

also demonstrated a kmesthetic connection to the text when he touched a picture and 

laughed at Cubism. 

Making Cormections with Text 

Rosenblatt (1978) explains that prior knowledge and cultural background 

contribute to the openness of the text. As the study progressed, I observed the importance 

of connections seemed to infihrate evety aspect of the participants' reading lives. To help 

illuminate how the participants perceived cormections with text, I asked the participants 

to teU me how they knew when readers were engaging whh text. I hoped that by 

observing others and reporting what they saw, I could gain insight into how they 

personally cormected whh informational text. 

Stacy demonstrated a visual awareness when she suggested that if her classmates 

were not looking at the page, they were not reading, but if they had a serious look on thefr 

faces and they appeared to be concentrating, then they were reading. Interestingly, Junior 
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had an oral interpretation of whether students were engaging with text. He judged his 

peers' reading interest by their tone of voice. He, too, looked at the expressions on their 

faces and the amount of attention they paid to the words. Junior commented that if they 

weren't interested in the text they didn't put much effort into it, and he also saw lack of 

involvement exhibited in their body movements. Lalo's observations were short and vety 

much like his own reading style. He commented that engaged readers don't hear those 

around them as they read. In a way, he too, was audhoty when he commented that they 

only hear the voice in thefr heads as they read. Lalo, Stacy, and Junior demonstrated that 

they made connections to texts in muhiple ways. For example, they observed thefr peers 

and reported to me how good readers cormected to what they read. 

The Good Reader 

Stacy defined a good reader as a person who was interested in reading. Junior, 

bounded by his own reading style, equated good reading with the abilhy to sound out or 

pronounce words correctly. Lalo commented that good readers activate thefr 

imaginations. All readers have imaginations, he explained, but good readers choose to 

use h. 

Stacy, Junior, and Lalo agreed that all readers had problems with comprehension 

from time to time but how they solved the problems varied. Stacy saw that good readers 

had problems sometimes, but she did not see good readers as straggling with passages on 

a regular basis. If they did not understand a passage, she supposed that they reread h, 

which was the strategy emphasized in her reading class. This was the only strategy she 

suggested for such a situation. Stacy accepted the fact that good scores on reading 
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computer tests would translate to passing the standardized test, and passing the test meant 

she was a good reader. 

Junior, too, was aware that evetyone straggled whh reading. As he stated, 

"Evetybody has trouble while they're reading, even good readers, even the experts." If 

they stumbled, they reread, because they had set an intemal standard and they wanted to 

reach h. In Junior's opinion, h was acceptable to make mistakes when reading; you just 

forgave yourself and reread the passage while you read aloud. Lalo acknowledged that 

evety reader has problems with comprehension, but this was a challenge to overcome 

rather than a problem. 

Stacy included addhional observations of the good reader. She commented that 

she did not see many good readers at school because they had so much to do at school. 

She pointed out that especially in the reading class there were not good readers—an 

interesting concept, since she considered herself a good reader. She considered her 

fiiends as both good and poor readers, but she and her friends did not discuss reading 

assignments. She added that most of her friends approached reading assignments as less 

than enjoyable chores. 

Rating Selfas a Reader 

On a scale of one to ten, Stacy and Junior scored themselves a 9 and 9'/2, 

respectively, when h came to rating themselves as readers. Stacy's reasoning was that if 

she was interested in reading, she could read the book without stopping, usually knew the 

words, and could read rapidly. Junior saw recent improvement in his reading and stated 

that he stumbled less when he read aloud at the computer or when he was assigned to 
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read the newspaper. He, like Stacy, based his assessment on the fact that he could sound 

out words better than he could in earlier years. He saw himself as more of an independent 

reader because he tried to sound out the words before he asked for help. Lalo did not base 

his rating on how he sounded out words or how he read orally. He said that he did not 

consider himself a good reader or a poor reader and scored himself a 6. He feh that good 

readers maintained an interest in whatever they read, but he could do so only whh 

interesting text or when he was in the mood to read. He commented that some text was 

too difficult and when he tried to read it, he felt distant from h. 

Life Cormections 

Stacy, Junior, and Lalo were similar in their beliefs that personal interests and Ufe 

connections were partners in forming cormections with text. Chaplin (1982) supports this 

thought by asserting that reflections encourage a blend of reading experience and life 

experience. Stacy knew that that her comprehension was affected by her interest in 

reading materials. Unless she cormected the topic to her personal life, she could not retain 

the information. Pop culture related to her enjoyment of music and television and peer 

relationships. She enjoyed filling out surveys and comparing her answers to what her 

peers reported, and she compared the lives of pop figures to her own life. 

Junior also saw that personal connections created an interest in the informational 

picture book he liked on the Civil War. His was a connection to his family heritage. He 

discussed his personal family histoty and discussed what he could research in this new 

area of interest. One main concera for him was whh the phrase "brother against brother," 
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which went against his basic philosophy of family unity and support. His strong interaal 

drive to improve as a reader was a family legacy instilled in Junior by his older cousin. 

Lalo shared his reading interests with his mother. They vished bookstores 

together and browsed through shelves and tables of books. This expanded his knowledge 

and brought the world closer to him. He and his mother also shared an interest in war 

books. He also reported enjoyment in reading about bands and religion, and read topics of 

interest that he heard about at school but never had time to pursue there. 

Stacy found constantly comparing what she read in pop culture to her own life 

entertaining and informational. She found authenticity in that reading because she read 

about real people real events. Accompanying the requfrement of authenticity was Stacy's 

passion for reading and writing notes to her friends. She did not share this hobby whh 

Jimior and Lalo because this was considered a "gfrl thing" by her classmates. She saw the 

information in notes as authentic informational text. The notes were colorful and 

interesting, and Stacy and her friends had collected them for years. They provided a 

histoty of her life and her friends as well as new information for the day. She read them 

in her spare time and stored them carefully in boxes. 

School Cormections 

What was learaed at school and taken into the home was different for each 

participant. All the participants found a connection between materials in Ms. 

Woodward's class and thefr personal lives. Stacy complained that content area lessons 

rarely connected to her home and culture, and this caused her to see her life as a teenager 

separate from her life as a sttident. This was not tine, however, of her lessons in Ms. 
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Woodward's class. There were several examples of this over the study. An assembly 

followed by a newspaper article, which was a regular feature in the reading classroom, 

provided Stacy with a connection to school, home, and culture. Stacy also appreciated 

when she was allowed time to read and explore the fashion and beauty industty by 

reading pop culture magazines. Through this, she saw a connection between what she 

learaed at school to her future life as an owner of a magazine company. Stacy also 

mentioned that she saw relevance in her lessons in English class because h further 

advanced her writing ability. 

Stacy cormected to an informational picture book entitled The Age of Inventions 

(Rossi, 2002) during a reading class. Although she did not enjoy histoty, she found that 

by examining an informational book on inventions she cormected to such inventions as 

the telephone and old-fashioned styles of clothing. When asked why she cormected to this 

book but not to her histoty textbook, she explained that she enjoyed the picture support 

and short passages. She found that she could connect to a different historical era through 

the fashions of that period. 

Junior's school connections differed from Stacy and Lalo, just as his reading 

experiences did. Like Stacy, he found personal connections in the reading room. One 

connection was the nurturing relationship he had with teachers, which was similar to the 

bond of mentoring so prevalent in his family. Bishop (1987) observes that as students 

experience reading success, they may bond whh peers and teachers. Junior was quick to 

point out that he had experienced teachers who functioned as facilhators in equipping 

him whh strategies to solve reading problems both at school and at home. He had 
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developed a relationship of trast with his teachers that made him accept correction whh 

the atthude that it was for his own good. 

Two teachers made vety positive impressions on Junior. He remembered 

changing his mind concerning his thoughts about reading due to the influence of his 7th 

grade teacher who turaed reading skills into games. More importantly, she took time to 

get to know him personally and encouraged him to take risks. The other teacher was Ms. 

Woodward, who also communicated that she wanted only the best for him. Her qualhies 

as a teacher reached beyond the lessons in her reading class. She displayed senshivity to 

her students' self-esteem issues that franslated to respect between teacher and student. 

Junior's cormection to Ms. Woodward was evident when he mentioned the 

importance of her highlighting activhy. If she chose not to highlight the newspaper for 

the class, he missed the activity because h allowed him to broaden his reading interests 

and motivated him to read articles he might have overlooked. He admitted that his 

teacher sometimes pushed him and he got mad, but he recognized she was ttying to get 

him to reach higher reading expectations so he would experience success. 

Lalo's connection to school was different from Stacy's and Junior's, yet there was 

a common aspect that conceraed remedial reading materials. His connection was 

exemplified by the articles he found in the local news that dnectly affected his life at 

school. When the school district was considering charging a fee for students to participate 

in sports, for example, Lalo found a purpose in discussing the issue. Lalo stated that he 

found this reasonable, and that sttidents should not only pay, but they should eara the 

money themselves. Another incident occurred when his mother told him to borrow a 
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student handbook from the teacher and study it during sustained silent reading so that he 

would be prepared if he got in trouble. 

Connecting to the Format 

There was similarity among the cases when the subject of text format arose. All 

three participants found that text supported by pictures or illustrations added support for 

comprehension of the text. Rakes et al. (1995) assert that comprehension can be enhanced 

by visuals. Afflerbach and VanSledright (2001) explain, though, that supplemental text, 

boxed articles and other text elaboration may require teacher assistance. In the class 

magazine Extra, Stacy cormected to the color, pictures, and type. Junior cormected to an 

informational picture book by studying the pictures, the captions, and the book's 

stracture. Lalo also mentioned his attraction to the format of informational picture books 

because they contained boxed excerpts, inset articles, and quotes from the people 

mentioned in the book. 

Stacy enjoyed reading pop culture because she was comfortable with the format 

and could predict what was in each issue. She connected to informational picture books 

because of their similar format to pop culture magazines. Junior, like Stacy, demonstrated 

that he considered the format of a book before choosing h. 

Tactile-Kinesthetic Cormections 

The participants demonstrated a variety of tactile-kinesthetic behaviors while 

reading informational text. As Stacy browsed magazines, she carefiilly read the left 

column of each page and scanned the right side. As she processed information, she put 
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her fist to her mouth, chewed on her fingers, and popped her ever-present chewing gum. 

Stacy also tended to play with her hair and squirmed during tests. She traced unfamiliar 

words with her fingers. 

Junior exhibited tactile-kinesthetic behavior when he fell off task and when he 

was choosing an answer on the computer reading program. When he read information he 

did not find interesting, he played with the rings of his binder, ran his fingers through his 

hair, and gazed at the text without reading it. If, however, he was attempting to problem 

solve on the computer, he moved his head from left to right as he tracked the words with 

the curser. When he came to the questions at the end of the passage, he tracked the words 

with his index finger, tapped on his choice, and then clicked on the selected response. 

When Lalo read, he twfrled his dreadlocks, tapped his feet, and periodically shook 

the text or held h close to his face. When he was at his deepest point of concentration, 

however, such body movements ceased. 

Cormecting to Reality in Text 

Stacy and Lalo found reaUty in the newspaper articles they read on a regular 

basis. Where Stacy found reality in local events or news stories and "Dear Abby" because 

the gossip colunm solved real life problems, Lalo enjoyed the reality of news articles 

containing quotes from poUticians or facts about terrorist activities. The accounts that 

appeared in the daily news made reading more real to him than what he found in most 

textbooks because "they are about real people." 

Stacy also found reality in the reports located in the pop culttire magazines that 

Lalo and Junior never read. Her search for realhy was framed by her teen culture. She 
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wanted to know about social behavior, beauty and fashion, and solutions to dating 

problems and relationships that could not be found in her textbooks. For the same 

reasons, Stacy collected notes from friends and read them as authentic informational text. 

She used the notes to compare how her life and the lives of her friends were continuously 

changing. 

Junior, however, did not like to read cunent events because he felt some of the 

reality in them took away this last portion of his childhood. The threat of war combined 

with knowledge gained from histoty class, family stories, and news stories on television 

caused Junior to become overloaded by reality. He did, however, find realhy in articles 

about sports and players in Sports fllustrated. a magazine that neither Lalo nor Stacy read. 

Advice for Teachers 

Toward the end of the study, I asked Stacy, Junior, and Lalo to share thefr 

opinions with educators and straggling readers. They started by considering what would 

be most helpful for straggling readers. Thefr repUes were unique and rang with the 

authenticity of experience. 

Stacy feh one-on-one attention was the most effective help for straggling 

students. She also feh teachers could help by building knowledge of vocabulaty and 

pronunciation, and by providing an advance organizer in the form of a summaty of what 

to expect in a reading passage. Such support would help students with feelings of being 

overwhelmed by the muhiple terms in informational text. 

Junior shared a heartfeh message of personal experience in hopes of reaching 

educators and straggling readers alike. He feh teachers needed to demonstrate empathy 
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for their students, encouraging them to ask for help and providing help when it is 

requested. Lalo commented that allowing the reader to self-select reading materials 

motivated the straggling reader to explore informational text and exert control over their 

academics. 

Stacy and Junior commented that it was the student's responsibiUty to ask for 

help. Stacy suggested that many students do not ask for help because they are afraid of 

being teased by thefr peers or that they will look inadequate in front of the teacher. She 

feh that tutorials were the most effective mode of providing this help. Junior feh that if a 

student did not ask, the teacher may never know and nothing was gained from wahing. 

Lalo, who seldom asked for help, found this question difficuh to answer. He commented 

that students needed to become independent, but he saw the need for requestmg help if 

the content of a passage was difficult to understand or if the student needed a reference 

for researching a topic. 

Stacy stood alone in her assessment that large group interaction was the most 

beneficial method of instraction for the straggling reader. Lalo defined large group 

instmction as instmction chosen by the teacher for convenience. He defended his opinion 

by commenting that large group instmction was less effective because some people 

would not understand and the teacher had to move on. Stacy reasoned, however, that if 

found that content area teachers choose lecture mode of instmction over small group 

teaching due to lack of instmctional time. Stacy saw benefit in large group instmction if 

students worked past the barrier of being afraid to ask questions and explained that others 

would benefit from sharing theh concems, when they realized they were not alone in 

their need for clarification. She feh that h was worth the risk of being laughed at to ask 
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questions in a large group setting. Her leadership in risking to question in a large group 

was evident throughout the study. 

Junior on the other hand, suggested that time spent tutoring was more effective in 

the long mn. He commented that students needed to leara the strategies to become more 

independent readers. He added that in some cases, teachers give answers too easily rather 

than guiding students to find the answers themselves. Lalo agreed that one-on-one 

tutoring was more beneficial due to personal attention. He stated that in small groups or 

in one-on-ones, the teacher could "stay whh you" until the student understood. This 

offered the opportunhy for some people to advance while others lingered over a concept. 

Stacy's message of support focused on asking questions to clarify information for 

her and for her peers. She explained that if teachers were progressing too fast for her, 

then they were probably going too rapidly for others, too. 

Junior's message addressed teacher support as a major factor for helping the 

student considered "at-risk." Insufficient instractions and limhed time to complete 

assigrmients hindered student motivation, suggesting "they might as well just go on and 

fail h or tura in nothin'." To maintain trast and avoid behavior problems. Junior advised 

teachers to regard straggling students' requests for help seriously because students 

interpret a lack of response to mean that teachers don't care. He also suggested that 

teachers conduct interest surveys because the classroom should reflect student interests in 

motivating them to read. 

Lalo's advice, like Junior's, was dfrected to teachers. He suggested that teachers 

employ thmk alouds and highlighting to stimulate student interest m reading articles they 

may not otherwise consider. Lalo found that having a prompt to which to respond after 
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reading a passage was beneficial and he enjoyed the element of self-selection in sustained 

silent reading. Lalo and Junior agreed that working on the overhead projector whh 

guidance from a teacher was supportive for students because it allowed them to observe 

how peers problem solved difficult text. 

A Reading Room 

As a culmination to the study, I asked the three participants to design a perfect 

reading room, especially in terms of improving the environment for straggling readers. 

Stacy and Lalo stressed the need for physical comfort in their reading rooms. The both 

saw a need for comfortable furnishings so students would read for longer periods. Stacy 

sfressed the need for bright colors, comfortable chairs, and carpet for aesthethic comforts, 

while Lalo would decorate the walls with inspirational posters. They both noted a need 

for technology, but in neither design was it the driving force. In both designs there was 

evidence of personal reading tastes. Stacy devoted a bookshelf to pop culture magazines 

and a reference area filled with travel information. Lalo's room featured his tastes by 

including nontradhional texts and research materials for projects. Although Stacy saw no 

need for worksheets and opted for oral assessment and jouraal responses, Lalo included 

worksheets that asked for student reflection and welcomed student opinions. 

Junior's room was unlike Lalo's and Stacy's rooms. Junior designed his room as a 

place for reading intervention that was student-centered and buih on student strengths 

rather than defichs. He would include one-on-one tutorial areas and small group strategy 

teaching areas. In one area, there would be a place for personal help where students 

would not be embarrassed to seek help. Help would be administered in the form of 
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teacher modeling. There would be a place where students could read aloud in cubicles. 

The last area of his reading room focused on Junior's interest in learning through games. 

It featured fun activities that reinforced reading skills through games like "trashketball." 

Concluding Remarks 

In this study all of the participants mentioned families that supported their reading 

efforts in the early years. In fact all attended early literacy programs designed to give 

them a head start m their reading careers. There was little mention of reading support 

after the students entered the intermediate years, although Lalo mentioned browsing the 

bookstores with his mom. It was interesting that the two participants who most enjoyed 

reading had a relative they were mentoring or with whom they still discussed reading 

interests. Junior mentioned mentoring his younger relative, and Lalo's relationship with 

his mom reflected these interests where Stacy's did not. In addhion, all three mentioned 

reading regularly at home. In fact, Lalo and Junior said they read more at home than at 

school. 

Although all three admitted a fondness for reading, their reading interests were 

fafrly limhed. Stacy wanted fashion and pop culture, Lalo read histoty and religion, and 

Junior wanted to read sports and possibly histoty. All needed to broaden theh reading 

interests, and h was reflected in thefr worksheets where they responded to open-ended 

questions within the parameters of their interests. They were highly influenced by their 

reading interests and needed more exposure to other getwes. 

The participants wanted high interest materials in their reading experiences. They 

wanted reality and life connections. They found the informational picture books were 
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enjoyable and helped them build a broader base knowledge by using the graphics and 

picture supports to activate prior knowledge. They expressed a desire for textbooks to be 

more like the picture books, indicating that they might read more if they found interesting 

text available. As I watched them touch the pictures, they mentioned that pictures of real 

people next jouraal entries, colorful print and photographs of styles and architecture 

provided a context for the text. Thus, the issue of formatting textbooks is an issue. If 

books are unappealing, they will not be read, according to Lalo, Stacy and Junior. 

None of the participants enjoyed reading in theh content area classrooms. In fact, 

they said reading as a routine was limited to the remedial reading room due to curriculum 

demands on teachers. Teachers read the textbooks to the students and students took notes 

was the general message concerning content learning. There just wasn't time for reading. 

When the study began, I asked the participants to give me a self- report on six 

strategies. I asked them if they thought about other things as they read, if they questioned 

the author, reread, skipped over confusing information, read rapidly and visualized. Thefr 

resuhs are listed in Appendix D, and thefr responses were as varied and as their 

personalities. My inquity was designed to gather information for my observations while 

providing a foundation of thought for them as they examined themselves as readers. 

All of the participants had a repertofre of reading strategies but h appeared that 

the focus of the reading class curriculum was centered on review for the standardized 

test, and strategies such as rereading and using reference materials were emphasized 

because they would help students succeed on that test. Focus should be on reading 

improvement rather than test performance. This study has me wondering about the 

motivation of schools. Are they to help kids leara or are they sacrificing kids for test 
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scores? Each of the participants could recite a recipe for reading test passages and 

answering the questions. Reading to pass the test drove the curriculum rather than reading 

for enjoyment and meaning. 

The participants' strategies of choice were purposeful "Think as you go along," 

"break h down," and "read around it" encouraged them to metacognate as they 

progressed through a passage. The think aloud activhy I asked the participants to 

complete demonstrated that they visualized, questioned the author, summarized, used 

prior knowledge, and predicted if supported. When I asked the participants if they reread 

when they were reading independently, they indicated that they would if the material was 

interesting. They resisted doing so on the computer reading program, however, because 

they didn't see the program as fair and they felt a sense of being forced to do the skills. 

Each participant enjoyed the self-selection element of the remedial reading 

program. They saw the magazines and newspapers as authentic text, and were gratefiil for 

the chance to choose their own passages. I saw this as limhed selection, but they didn't 

seem to notice that element. 

The reading rooms they designed reflected a need for comfort m the classrooms. 

Color and fiiraiture that was pleasant appealed the aesthetic side and allowed a peaceful 

atmosphere to permeate each room. They wanted computers that allowed for expression 

of opinions, and traditional worksheets were not allowed. The participants' desire to read 

the word and the world is reminiscent of Frefre and Macedo's (1987) assertion that this 

connection extends student awareness beyond the functional level of reading and is 

necessaty for sufficient Uteracy in today's society. In addhion, games to support reading 

skills, music, and high interest text were all components of perfect reading room. 
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Stacy, Junior, and Lalo opened their reading lives to me as an observer and shared 

suggestions to teachers and students for muhiple reasons. They hoped to improve the 

curriculum for the straggling reader, and they wanted to alert educators to the emotional 

needs of students who are considered at risk in reading. As Lalo stated, "They'll read 

more and longer if they are comfortable." The importance the participants placed on 

interesting text and the atmosphere of the classroom pointed to the fact that both 

materials and support were necessaty to maintain the attention, and in this case the 

physical presence, of students who straggle whh reading. In less than three years, Lalo, 

Stacy, and Junior will face a crossroad decision in their lives—the decision of whether to 

remain in school or to enter society as high school dropouts. As Myers and Hilliard 

(1997) assert, h will be a decision that affects the rest of their lives. 
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CHAPTER Vin 

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

Adolescents who are considered at risk in reading are often misunderstood within 

the educational system. Teachers want to help, but may feel they lack the training needed 

and students who have experienced failure on a regular basis may be fearfiil about asking 

for the help they need. The result is an accumulation of tradhional lessons offered whh 

the best intentions but received with passivhy. Unfortunately, for straggling students, 

school tends to become more of a place to meet with fiiends and pass time than a 

resource for empowerment. 

The purpose of this study was to investigate how three ninth grade students 

considered "at-risk" approached informational text. The participants were from three 

ethnichies and three different ninth grade remedial reading classrooms all taught by the 

same teacher. As I observed them in the classroom setting, chatted with them, tutored and 

interviewed them, they shared thefr perspectives about reading informational text. For 

further insight, I studied the work in thefr folders and jouraals. By compiling this 

information, I gained an in-depth understanding of each participant that I presented in this 

study. Their individual voices reflect the immediacy of the classroom. I did not present 

this information as a generalized representation of straggling readers. Rather, this study 

portrays three students identified as "at-risk" readers and thefr experiences whh 

informational texts. As would be expected, thefr experiences converged in some areas 

differed on others. Together, they contribute to the body of reading research. 
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This final chapter includes insights I gained from Stacy, Junior, and Lalo as they 

helped me answer three questions that framed the study. After a discussion of their 

contributions, 1 discuss the implications for both the educators who interact whh 

straggling readers on a daily basis and for students considered "at-risk" who populate 

their classrooms. I also discuss what the participants shared regarding efficacy of 

strategies, approaches that have worked for them, and what they perceive as needs to be 

considered in the future so that educators can develop solutions for motivating the 

straggling reader. I address suggestions for fiirther inquhy. The final section of this 

chapter concludes with what I learaed from Stacy, Junior, and Lalo. As a researcher, it is 

my desire, to challenge educators to look beyond tradhional methods of instmction that 

finstrate straggling readers. The participants and I hope that the information they shared 

will contribute to the design of content area curriculum focused on motivating straggling 

adolescent readers. 

Reviewing the Research Questions 

By observing the participants as they completed assignments over the semester in 

Ms. Woodward's classroom, I gained an understanding of their work habhs and social 

interaction in the classroom. When I analyzed the data, I gained insight into how the 

participants connected to their assignments and how they responded to the informational 

texts offered to them. As I analyzed the data, I attempted to answer the research questions 

that provided the framework for this study: 

1. How do three "at-risk" readers in a ninth grade remedial reading class respond 

to informational texts used to gain content knowledge? 
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2. What are these three students' perceptions of their own efficacy for using 

Uteracy strategies for learaing content knowledge with informational texts? 

3. What are these three students' perceptions of what is effective for helping 

straggling readers learn content knowledge in a ninth grade remedial reading 

class? 

Gaining Content Knowledge 

My first research question focused on investigating how the participants 

responded to informational text to gain content knowledge. I noticed that theh personal 

interests in reading guided all three students. Through these interests they pursued 

information in a focused search to gain more knowledge. Their choice of newspaper 

articles, magazine choices, computer searches, and what they read in books seldom 

varied. 

The drive to read materials that met thefr interests motivated them to read but also 

stifled thefr ability to buUd a broad base of knowledge in reading. The data suggested that 

the choice of materials whhin the classroom played a factor in this finding. The materials 

remained the same throughout the semester as did the schedule for reading them. Three 

days per week were devoted to reading the newspaper and two days a week were set 

aside for reading high interest pop culture magazines. Books were rarely promoted 

because the teacher had found that straggling readers were not interested in them. The 

students visited the libraty regulariy, a reward for good work in the classroom, and they 

usually spent thefr time on the computers or playing games. 
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Each day buih on the prior knowledge from the previous day. The participants 

recalled facts from content area classes as they worked on assignments or discussed 

reading selections whh me. As the participants activated prior knowledge, a comfort level 

surfaced not only as a tool to build understanding, but also as a sense of empowerment. 

Participants were more motivated to continue to read and to stretch farther if they had a 

base knowledge in the topic. As Lalo pointed out, he found topics mentioned at school 

and researched them to read at home. It the text was difficuh but he knew something 

about h, he looked on h as a challenge and attempted to read h. Stacy took pride in her 

knowledge of pop culture and fashion and beauty and Junior shared new knowledge 

about basketball with me on a regular basis. 

At times it appeared that what the participants found most interesting were topics 

not usually associated with the curriculum at school and would go to great lengths to 

acqufre knowledge on topics that thefr teachers did not grade. These did not appear to be 

private topics. Rather, they shared thefr knowledge with friends and teachers when the 

opportunity arose and thefr peers were aware of theh areas of expertise. It was self-

esteem building and gave a purpose for gaining content knowledge. The drive to become 

experts on a topic was recognized by their peers: Junior was an expert in basketball and 

game analysis, Stacy in marketing, and Lalo in histoty and war strategies. At times they 

relied on each other as references much as they would refer to an encyclopedia. Each had 

a different purpose for gaining this knowledge. Junior was driven to improve his game at 

school and at home. Stacy, on the other hand was researching magazine layout and 

content in hopes of someday entering the worid as a magazine edhor, and Lalo 

researched Histoty to escape the boredom of lectures. 
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Participants gained information through connections to their home and school 

lives. As mentioned, Lalo researched the topics he heard his teachers mention in lectures 

as related to content area classes, but not included in the curriculum due to time 

constraints. He mentioned that he used the classroom much as one would use an 

encyclopedia. It was a good source of information, but as Lalo observed, students had to 

do a great amount of work independently. Junior brought sports topics he started to 

investigate at home to school and back to home on a continuous basis. Stacy connected to 

pop culture in the same way. Whhout the cormections to theh lives, they viewed the 

information as unimportant and soon lost interest. The reasons the participants gave for 

not maintaining interest in thefr content reading assignments were that they found them 

boring, they too technical and they could not cormect the lessons to their lives. 

Another finding of this study was that students craved realhy, in thefr reading 

materials. In thefr search for authenticity, they wanted to gain information by reading 

about real events and real people and they want everything to connect to thefr lives. If 

they read about histoty, they want to know what the fashions were like, how the setting 

compared to today, and what the real people (especially the teenagers) were doing on a 

daily basis. I noticed that as the participants read the newspaper, their attraction for 

features like "Dear Abby" centered on the fact that the people whh problems were real 

and the advice was something they could use in their own lives. They read about real 

people in pop culture magazines or news and sports stories, and Lalo read about wars and 

heroes in books. Although Stacy mentioned that she read fiction from time to time and 

enjoyed h more than informational text, she commented that if teachers wanted to make 

the curriculum more invhing, they would offer more reading materials on people and 
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events so that students could make connections rather than offering a menu of event after 

event in a list like format. 

How the participants gained knowledge from technology depended on access to 

the computers. I noticed that these students enjoyed unstmctured time, such as searching 

the Interact and reading informational texts, in ways similar to what they did in sustained 

silent reading where each student had individual purposes. 

I also found that when the participants responded in writing to what they read, h 

served to illuminate their content knowledge and carty them to higher levels of thinking. 

Although Junior used his reading jouraal mostiy to summarize what he had read in the 

newspaper as was the standing assignment, he wrote with more passion when he 

composed at the computer. Stacy responded in her journal as the assignment requfred and 

her entries reflected her interests, but her passion for sharing information surfaced in note 

writing where she shared social events, problems, and the activhy in her content area 

classes. Lalo found that the reading jouraal was a safe place to vent his opinions. All 

three participants wrote more when they had a purpose for writing and an audience than 

when they faced a worksheet. 

Although educators assign worksheets with the purpose of expanding 

informational awareness, the participants in this study wanted fewer worksheets. Junior 

craved learning content information by playing games rather than worksheets while Lalo 

and Stacy stated they learned more through discussions whh teachers or on assignments 

that asked for opmions and reflections. 

Another source of content knowledge resuhed from sustained silent reading. Each 

participant appreciated the opportunity to select any article whhin the newspaper to read 
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on newspaper days, and to read any magazine they wished on magazine days. They 

viewed this as having control over part of their reading cuniculum and as a way the 

teacher showed them that she understood their needs to read what interested them. This 

combination allowed for student choice in a stmctured setting. Since there was little 

reading occurring throughout the day except in the reading room, to self-select even 

within a given geme on a specific day, the participants expressed a poshive and 

appreciative attitude. 

I also found that for the participants, browsing was an integral part of sustained 

silent reading. Stacy, Junior and Lalo browsed through informational text at the 

begirming of each sustained silent reading period. I noticed at the begirming of the study 

they browsed for a least half the period, but as the study continued thefr browsing time 

shortened and they engaged with the text more quickly. As they browsed, the participants 

engaged in various tactile-kinesthetic behaviors such as twfrling thefr hafr, chewing on 

pencils or fingers, tracking words on a page, or tracing details in an illustration. As they 

engaged with text, thefr behaviors decreased until the participants came to new or 

puzzling information, when the behaviors were likely to emerge again. I was reminded of 

small children who touched, chewed, and feh thefr way through picture texts, and I 

wondered if these straggling readers were reverting to earlier methods of exploring 

unfamiliar text. 

I also noted a change in reading behavior as my research progressed. At the 

beginning of the study, the teacher armounced that students were expected to read for ten 

minutes daily, an expectation greeted with complaints. The participants didn't think they 

could read for that long. By the end of the first month, they were asking to read for a 
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longer period of time and by the end of the study the participants were reading multiple 

texts for more than double their amount of allotted time Had Ms. Woodward not been 

bounded by time constraints and curriculum demands, I think the participants would have 

read whhout complaint for the entfre period. 

1 observed other changes in the participants as the study neared its end. Stacy 

began to recognize that reading for entertainment could fit within her definhion of 

reading. For example, the notes she read and collected and the magazines she read avidly 

were actually "reading" and that she was gathering information for her future in the 

fashion and beauty magazine industty. Junior began to expand his reading interests to 

include the topic of the Civil War and his family heritage. Lalo, however shared that on 

some days he felt discormected from reading and had to force himself to engage whh text. 

I interpreted this information as Stacy' recognition of reading for entertainment and 

interest as integral to her seeing herself as a reader and for Junior his expansion of 

reading interests would result in broadening his base knowledge. For Lalo, I saw 

boredom and a need for more support both academically and emotionally. I feh that 

retention played a role in Lalo's attitude and resulted in a step toward dropping out of 

school. He needed a mentor at school who would encourage his interests in art and 

histoty and rekindle his fading reading interests. 

Personal Efficacy of Literacy Strategies 

My second research question investigated student perception of efficacy for 

gaining knowledge in informational text. Vacca and Vacca (2002) note that straggling 

readers usually have a collection of strategies that are strategically underdeveloped. 
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When I asked the participants to share what strategies they found most effective; they 

recalled using metacognhive strategies such as "breaking it down" or "think as you go 

along," connecting information to their lives. I discovered that they could use the think 

aloud strategy, another metacognitive strategy, to fransact with the text, ahhough at this 

point in the semester this needed teacher support in the form of a tutorial. In addition, as I 

walked about the room taking fieldnotes I observed them using cognitive strategies such 

as questioning the author, and activating prior knowledge, visualization, context clues, 

rereading, context clues, and summarization. In addhion, they were equipped whh study 

skills such as using available reference materials in the form of dictionaries or 

encyclopedias. Junior and Stay decoded, sounding out words to build understanding, 

which I also categorized as a study skill. In the following paragraphs, I will elaborate 

how Stacy, Lalo, and Junior demonstrated their use of these strategies. 

As mentioned, their favorite strategies were metacognitive strategies they 

recalled learning in elementaty school, and they were quick to explain that they found 

these same strategies helpful in ninth grade. Stacy, who boasted that she didn't need 

strategies to help her constmct meaning, admitted that if she didn't understand a word, 

she skipped it and hoped to gain comprehension by the end of the passage. Although she 

reUed on context clues, a cognhion skill to build meaning, her description of h was more 

of a metacognition strategy. For example, she mentioned that she had to compare how the 

idea or the word fit into the passage to "see if it made sense" and if h didn't she realized 

that her thinking was incorrect. Junior ched his most usefiil strategy was "think as you go 

along" which resembled Hoyt's (1999) "read, cover, remember, and retell" strategy, a 

metacognhive approach to text that required him to pause after a short section, to reflect 

409 



on what he had leamed, then continuing reading. Lalo said he relied on one major 

strategy to build comprehension, called "breaking it down" that was similar to Junior's 

strategy. This particular strategy was what Schoenbach et al. (1999) describe as a 

comprehension building activity, and it required Lalo to divide, or chunk the text into 

small unhs rather than considering the entire passage at one time. It made text less 

overwhelming for him and allowed him to monitor his progress as he thought through 

what he was reading and his understanding of h. 

Another metacognitive strategy that the participants in the study relied upon to 

benefit their reading needs was teacher-supported tutorials combined with think alouds. 

This comprehension activity gave both the participants and the teacher insight about what 

strategies the participants employed while reading. Each participant, regardless of reading 

level, demonstrated they could learn to recognize how they transacted vdth informational 

text. Since they were unfamiliar with think alouds at the beginning of the study, I 

provided teacher support as they read. They demonstrated that as they became 

comfortable v^th the strategy of thinking aloud, h stimulated thefr interest in reading 

more of the text. When I named the strategies they used in the activity, the participants 

were impressed by the strategies they used while reading. This repertofre of strategies 

they called upon to aid in their meaning making resuhed in new awareness of their 

strengths as readers. 

The participants were encouraged to employ cognitive strategies to build 

understanding such as summarizing and rereading to build understanding of test passages. 

Summaries in thefr joumals and on assigned worksheets indicated that they were able to 

read passages in newspapers and summarize them efficiently. If they were interested in 
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an article, their summaries were more detailed and lengthy. Stacy, Junior, and Lalo 

demonstrated mixed feelings regarding the cognitive strategy of rereading. They resisted 

rereading for information in test preparation passages commenting that it was boring and 

"a chore." They stated that they reread independently if there was something of personal 

interest that they did not understand in a passage. 

In addhion, 1 discovered through interview sessions and tutorials that Stacy, Lalo, 

and Junior activated prior knowledge as they recalled a passage read previously. They 

recalled information from life or content classes and applied that mformation to build 

imderstanding in the informational picture books we explored. For example Junior 

referred to lessons on the Civil War, Stacy recalled fashions of the today and compared 

them to "olden days" in a book about inventions, and Lalo recalled facts about Picasso 

and Einstein. 

They all visualized, which is another cognition strategy, because they said that 

seeing the setting and the events in the passage made reading more understandable. Stacy 

mentioned that this strategy was more effective for narratives where she could enter the 

plot but she also demonstrated her ability to visualize during a tutorial with an 

informational picture book on inventions. Junior armounced that he also tried to employ 

visualization in some informational text where he could see himself participating in a 

science experiment. When Lalo quit visualizing, he lost interest in the text and his 

comprehension faltered. I found that by encouraging the three participants to visualize 

when reading informational text, they activated their prior knowledge and were 

stimulated to read for longer periods of time. 
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In addition, they all demonstrated that they questioned the author behind the text 

when supported in a tutorial. Lalo mentioned that he activated this strategy on a regular 

basis. Stacy sometimes did so as she read interviews of pop stars in magazines. 

Another cognitive strategy they employed was using context clues. I found, 

however, that test preparation emphasis temporarily discouraged some of the use of 

context clues when emphasizing the use of reference materials to build vocabulaty 

development. In this case using reference material, a study skill, to build understanding 

replaced context clues. When I mentioned, for example, that Stacy, Junior, and Lalo 

chose "reading around h," a context clue strategy for reading, I was informed that this 

was a strategy taught by elementaty teachers, but in the ninth grade students were 

encouraged to use dictionaries to look up words they didn't understand because they 

would use this source on the test later in the year. I found it disturbing that because 

students were supposed to practice using reference materials such as dictionaries in the 

upcoming standardized test, they were discouraged from using context clue strategies to 

build meaning. Through observation, I found that the participants used reference 

materials efficiently and were aware of the strategies used in standardized tests. 

Unfortunately, the participants mentioned little about support for reading 

strategies after they left the elementaty setthig. Thefr knowledge of how to describe 

strategies yet thefr need for support to activate and recognize when they used them told 

me that straggling readers need explich teaching of strategic reading and practice on a 

continual basis. This approach is critical as text become more informational and complex 

if we area to build on student strength in reading. 
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One of the most pronounced findings in study was the need to make connections 

to school, teachers and interests. The bond between teachers and students is crhical in 

cormecting the desire to go to school. If teachers tap into student interests and get to 

know their students as individuals, students feel validated and this builds into motivation 

to leam. Classrooms need to be student centered where students explore their lessons 

through interaction whh teachers and peers. The atmosphere in the classroom and the 

school hself needs to be an atmosphere of emotional and physical safety. In such an 

environment, students will be encouraged to take risks and teachers can build on student 

strengths. 

The students especiaUy noted a need for teacher support to gain informational 

knowledge. Stacy mentioned the effect of tutorials where the teacher focused on 

individual needs and Junior taUced about the one-on-one help he has received over the 

years as being effective. Lalo said that teachers had the ability to focus on the needs of 

members in small groups more than when they taught to a large group, which he labeled 

as "convenience" teaching. It was the sense of staying with students and anticipating thefr 

needs both in a tutorial and in strategic small group instraction that signaled transfer of 

information to all three students in the study. This attention also created a relationship of 

trast between student and teacher that was vital to progress. In small groups or in a one 

on one interaction, students felt more secure, valued, and able to connect. 

The study showed that large group instmction was enhanced when the teacher 

modeled interests and expectations on a regular basis. The participants all conunented 

that they counted on then reading teacher to "highlight" the newspaper each day. This 

strategy served not only to aid them in selecting news stories, but it formed a bond of 
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communication between them and their teacher, which they enjoyed. They all reported 

that if she had not mentioned certain stories in her overview, they would not have read 

them. While this activity broadened the participants' interests, I sensed that it served a 

larger purpose. The period of time the teacher spent talking to her students through the 

newspaper, a time when the teacher shared her personal interests and enthusiasm with her 

students and they feh free to enter the conversation with questions and comments. It had 

the feeling of that special time of day that an elementaty teacher sets aside for read alouds 

with students, a cherished time of cozy gathering together as a community of learners and 

sharing a wonderful book. 

The participants depended on "teacher highlighting" as a means to categorize 

information. By listening to the highlight, they got a basic schema of what was in the 

newspaper. Although Ms. Woodward did not require evetyone attend to the highlighting 

activity, all three needed h in thefr day, and all three participants mentioned that they 

listened as she gave the overview even if they were browsing on thefr own during the 

activity. 

Another effective form of modeling was performed by peers who volunteered to 

address the whole group. Participants conunented that when students explained to the 

large group how they worked through an assigrunent on the overhead, the participants 

could see and understand the assignment better than if the teacher told them what to do. 

Another finding of the study was the desfre for authentic text. The participants 

wanted to read about real events and real people and h needed to be packaged in an 

interesting format. One solution was to step away from tradhional textbooks. For 

example, Stacy, Junior, and Lalo were encouraged to read content area information when 
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they were given the opportunity to explore high interest informational picture books. 

Using pictures, supplemental text, and graphics for support enabled the participants to 

comprehend a vast amount of knowledge in a short amount of time. They related to the 

format and spent time browsing and touching the pictures before settling in to an article. 

They liked the size, color and length of text contained in the books They shared that 

picture placement or inset articles next to points made in the text were supportive to 

gaining information. Since the text was written on a lower level h was not inhibhing and 

served to build prior knowledge and they were filled with reality. During the days that we 

used the books, I noticed all three students expanded thefr reading interests. I inferred that 

if they were exposed to such books on a regular basis their base knowledge would 

expand. I felt, however, that teacher enthusiasm would be a key element in the success of 

such a plan. 

A final finding was the student need for connecting to technology. Students need 

to see technology as a part of reading rather than as a separate event from reading. For 

this to occur, teachers must be Iherate in technology so that they can employ h in thefr 

lessons. This approach will enhance reading and transfer to subjects across the 

curriculum. 

Suggestions for Helping Other Straggling Students 

It is important to the body of reading research to investigate not only what helped 

the participants gain personal understanding in reading informational text, but also what 

they perceived as helpful to other straggling readers. As the participants shared thefr 
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experiences, the study took on the form of peer support to other students who shared 

reading comprehension problems. 

The participants stated that straggling readers must take control of their education. 

Stacy attended tutorials after school for two hours each night in an attempt to build 

understanding in her content area classes but she also was adamant about effectiveness of 

getting help from the teachers she saw during the day. Junior feh that students needed to 

leara to take responsibiUty for thefr own education by letting the teacher know when they 

did not understand a concept. He stressed that h was important to get the teacher's 

attention immediately when understanding broke down, because waiting interfered with 

self-esteem. Lalo shared that students needed to face the reality that there was a lot of 

learning at school that had to be accomplished independently. Thus, he stressed taking 

the initiative to read independently and seek to find answers without depending on 

teacher help. 

Another finding of the study addressed the importance for teachers to realize that 

student needed to leara how to find thefr own answers or they needed teachers to guide 

them through a problem rather than to just give a confiised student the answer. This 

approach not only preserved the reader's dignity and gave the student a sense of 

accomplishment, but h served as a working plan to solve similar problems in the future. 

Lalo and Junior favored sfrategic teaching as a solution to reading problems and 

preservation of student dignity. Stacy, however, felt that if she had straggled to 

understand a problem, she wanted the immediacy of the answer rather than to hear how to 

reach a solution. 
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Stacy, Junior, and Lalo expressed smaller group instmction was more effective 

for straggling readers due to the personal attention students received. Lalo stated that 

when students received attention from a teacher that was focused on one student, the 

teacher's attention was not divided and the lesson was focused on immediate student 

needs. Lalo said that the straggling student was often lost in large group instmction 

because the lesson had to progress for the sake of larger population. This also connected 

to the relationship between students and the teacher, which is important in supporting the 

straggling reader. When teachers shared their interests in reading, as was the case whh 

the teacher highlighting strategy, students saw them as approachable. If teachers asked 

students to share their reading interests and followed up by choosing reading materials 

that reflected those interests, students feh validated and connected to the teacher. Junior 

felt that h was important for the teacher to model problem solving strategies, to re-teach 

dnections, and give enough time for students to complete assignments. This helped the 

straggling reader who, otherwise, might give up, and accept a failing grade, or randomly 

select answers. 

For straggling readers to build understanding and maintain motivation, the 

participants stressed connecting the curriculum to student lives and interests. Not only 

does this build on prior knowledge, but also it enables students to advance from passive 

to active learning. StmggUng students, the participants agreed, needed an avenue paved 

with cormections from thefr prior knowledge to high interest reading materials. In 

addhion the participants feh that students need to self-select some of thefr reading 

material. Lalo pointed out that he became discormected v^th school when vishs to the 

libraty became rare events and curriculum choices left no room for personal interests. 
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The abilhy to self-select reading materials and to have the time to read those materials on 

a regular basis s a way to meet the needs of straggling readers was encouraged by all of 

the participants. 

Another finding of the study related to aesthetics. The participants consider the 

emotional and physical atmosphere of the classroom important for creating a comfortable 

place for straggling readers. If the atmosphere is uncomfortable, students shut down. If, 

on the other hand, the atmosphere is a calm and supportive environment where students 

can explore their reading interests, they will be were more inclined to read. Comfortable 

furniture, color on the walls, inspiring posters, and computers equipped with Intemet 

access was included in the participants' reading room designs. Lalo stressed that if 

straggling students were comfortable they would read for longer time periods. The 

participants also expressed that straggling students needed a variety of reading materials 

including reference materials, high interest informational text, and pop culture 

magazines, travel magazines, sports materials. Junior suggested that students also needed 

games to promote reading comprehension skills, interaction and hands on learning. 

The participants saw a need for student assessment but they feh the skill and drill 

format of many worksheets was not beneficial for straggling readers. Better, they 

observed, were teacher conversations and monitoring. Junior suggested that teachers 

needed to puU small groups and individuals aside to instmct them on specific reading 

needs and Stacy thought classrooms should include a place for the conununity of leamers 

to meet as a large group for discussions of reading assignments. 

Last of all, the study emphasized a need for assigned areas of purpose within a 

classroom setting. The participants all mentioned that in a perfect reading room, students 
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would have areas to visit for specific reading needs. There were areas for playing games 

and other areas for quiet reflection. There were also areas to search the Intemet and areas 

devoted to researching interests. Reading rooms also need to include areas for activhies 

as reading aloud and tutorials. These areas provided stmcture for creative experiences for 

reading. 

Implications of the Study 

Implications for the Researcher 

As a researcher, this study reinforced for me the opportunity to go back into the 

classroom for an extended amount of time is refreshing and keeps the mind alert to the 

ever-changing needs of students. It reminded me that teaching is a noble profession filled 

with senshive teachers and students who are ttying hard to meet goals and standards 

under a tremendous amount of pressure. By revisiting the classroom, I was able to look 

through the lens of research and illuminate both the positive events and the stmggles in 

reading classrooms. 

The study reminded me to listen before I draw conclusions. I was reminded to 

take a step back and to consider what I see and hear. It emphasized the need for constant 

reflection and recording of data to keep ideas accurate and authentic. The more rapidly 

observations are recorded, the closer they are to the event, hself 

Most of aU, I was reminded to keep a sense of humor about myself and to take 

time to enjoy the presence of adolescents. I was reminded that they, especially as 

straggling readers, have special needs that requfre "space" and not to "crowd" them or 

cause them pressure for the sake of my need as a researcher. This requfred patience from 
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me, especially as the study neared hs end and realized that Ms. Woodward needed to 

press on with her curriculum. Although I was help to her and to the students, I also was a 

guest in Room 409 and guests need to not overstay their welcome. 

Most of all, during the study, I learaed to laugh with Junior, Lalo, and Stacy and 

that was a validating experience. We became partners focused on helping others, such a 

healthy focus. This study emphasized the uniqueness of each student and h forced me to 

look beyond my expectations and to see them. Some days were better than others, and on 

other days where the schedule was rashed or the participants were "quiet," I learned that 

patience is an expectation for any qualhative researcher. 

One area where I needed a reminder was the fact that the study site was not my 

classroom and as a researcher, I was there to observe what happened and what thoughts 

the participants shared. I had to leara to sit back and observe even when I felt that the 

there were more effective methods of teaching than I was observing. I needed to support, 

not to cause stress. This lesson of patient observation helped me to keep a focused as I 

reviewed my research questions and wrote in my field notes. As a participant observer, I 

wanted to enter the classroom community, sojoura a while, and leave without disrapting 

the teacher's and students' academic lives. This meant that a constant communication 

with Ms. Woodward was necessary. I had to know her expectations so that I could offer 

support when needed, step aside when needed, and to form a professional as weU as a 

social bond with her. When she invited me to lunch in the school cafeteria or when she 

asked me to review some curriculum for test preparation, I saw h as a step toward 

building these bonds. 
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When 1 reflect on reading classes in general, I am reminded that all of the 

participants mentioned that there was little time to read in the content classes and that, for 

the most part, reading occurred in Room 409. This put a tremendous amount of pressure 

on the reading teacher, and I sensed that the accumulation of years of missed 

opportunities to practice reading rather than covering the content in classes outside the 

reading room left Ms. Woodward and her reading colleagues across the district whh the 

nearly impossible goal of having over one hundred students at grade level by May. 

I was impressed by the way the students in this study were treated when they 

entered Room 409. The air of respect was plentiful and the sense of possibilhy was 

apparent. I was told by Ms. Woodward on the first day of the study to not use the term "at 

risk" with the students because h would defeat her purpose of building strength. As I 

observed the interaction between the students and Ms. Woodward m the three classes, I 

overheard comments from students about teachers in other classes, but I seldom heard the 

students complain of mistreatment from Ms. Woodward other than the fact that they 

needed more time to complete thefr work. I was reminded, as qualhative researcher who 

is interested in case studies, to look for the strengths in participants and to respect each 

participant as a unique person who possesses knowledge that no one else ovras. I was 

reminded of Rosenblatt's message of the poem, our personal interpretation of reading. In 

the same way each participant adds to the body of research with a unique contribution. 

Another issue I encountered, as a researcher was the fragility of my presence at a fieldshe 

where I had been placed by a downtown administrator as a sponsor, rather than invited by 

a principal or a particular teacher. Communication whh the principal and the teacher 

needs to be a part of classroom research. This fragilhy also required that I become a trae 

421 



qualitative researcher who was not rigid in how the study progressed, but let the study 

evolve as the context, participants, and outside forces led. I worked with real students, 

teachers, and administrators, and all had personal needs. Thus, I learned to adhere to what 

I was investigating in the research questions, while still attempting to work within the 

needs of the curriculum and the school 

As an educator for pre-service teachers, I need to remember the lessons of this 

study and model them for my students. For example, I was reminded of the importance of 

time. As an educator I need to stracture time to into my lessons: time to interact with 

students, time for them to interact with each other, time to read with them, and time for 

them to read informational books and other high interest text and time for them to write 

thefr reflections. I want to encourage teacher candidates to share thefr stories in jouraals 

and in class discussions so they take ownership of the university classroom and so my 

classes are not so content driven that I miss the needs of own adult students. Where I 

teach the majority of the student body is composed of returning students, and many have 

special needs not so different from those of Lalo, Stacy, and Junior. My students 

sometimes find elements of thefr assignments confusing, and are hesitant to tell me or 

they comment that thefr reading skills are "msty" and they need encouragement and 

cormections to each other so they can share. For this reason, I started literature cfrcles 

they can access any time of the day on the university webshe. They can share thefr 

thoughts in this arena and I find that h prompts classroom discussions while building 

fiiendships. Thus, I find that I leamed so much more from my study than those I was 

there to observe. 
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Implications for Classrooms and Teachers 

As I proceeded through the study, Stacy, Junior, and Lalo taught me to think 

about how to improve straggling readers' experiences whhin a classroom setting. Taylor 

and Nesheim (2000) stress that it is the duty of the classroom teacher to provide 

meaningful learaing Uteracy experiences for students in an effort for them to become 

learaers. In this section of the study I will share implications for making this possible for 

straggling readers and their teachers. Of interest is the fact that although the participants 

had never read what research had to offer for improvement in instraction and curriculum, 

student suggestions for classroom practices are reflected in the literature. 

Guthrie et al. (1997) and Robb (2000) assert that personal connection to text 

motivates straggling adolescents to read, and Harmes and Lettow (1996) address the need 

to activate prior knowledge and to develop an irmer audience. Stacy, Lalo, and Junior 

shared these thoughts when they emphasized the need for interesting texts that connected 

to thefr lives and activated prior knowledge. Lalo stated that if the material was not 

something he found interesting, he would not read it. Junior stressed that he didn't want 

to leara about ancient civilizations because they meant nothing to him in his personal life 

and Stacy wanted to leam about real people and real events and how teenagers in histoty 

texts lived thefr lives. Afflerbach and VanSledright (2001) explored the power of the 

think-aloud strategy and found that not only is student focus influenced by prior 

knowledge but also teacher support is essential as students experience expositoty 

passages. The participants demonstrated this point when they participated in a think aloud 

activhy during which I served as a support as they responded to high interest 

informational text. My support through questions guided the participants toward making 
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connections to prior knowledge and taking risks with new information. Continuing the 

theme of teacher support, the participants feh that straggling readers benefited from small 

groups and tutorials because teachers could give them personal attention and immediate 

feedback. 

Rosenblatt (1994) stresses use of muhiple texts and written responses. Lalo 

suggested that teachers provide students whh the opportunity to read texts not commonly 

found in the fraditional classroom and allow for response to articles and reading passages 

by written opinion rather than the traditional drill and skill worksheets that offer room for 

only one answer. Gadsen (2000) asserts that such worksheets are designed for 

"advantaged" students who enjoy completing them. Stacy, Lalo, and Junior, however, 

stressed that this type of worksheet was ineffective for building comprehension and they 

preferred filling out surveys, searching the Interact for information on a topic of interest, 

and comparing their information with information from other students. 

As text becomes more complex. Cox et al. (1994) assert that visual elaboration 

provides comprehension support for straggling readers. Stacy, Lalo, and Junior stressed 

that informational picture books added context and provided a sense of reality to the 

reader. Gewertz (2001) emphasizes a need for a new school model where the student 

body is limited to 450 students and the approach is interactive and personal to encourage 

students to bond with thefr teachers. This model offers hope for lower dropout rates, 

academic success, safer school environments, and teacher control of curriculum. The 

participants stressed that teachers need to know their students interests and reflect these 

interests in the classroom libraty. The participants also emphasized the need for small 

group teaching and one on one tutorials where students receive personally focused 
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lessons. Stacy, Lalo and Junior also mentioned enjoying research and hands on projects, 

both of which are echoed by Wiles and Bondi (2002) in the new school design that allows 

for authentic assessment, projects, portfolios and collaborative learning targeted at the 

cognhive and physical needs of adolescent students. 

Rosenblatt (1978, 1990, 1994) addresses the need for social discourse in the 

theoretical model of reading and writing. Stacy and Junior included opportunities in their 

reading rooms for sharing what they leara through games and community table 

discussions in their reading room designs. These are but a few of the examples where the 

participants expressed what is recorded in the Uterature. 

The question to educators is if research stresses education focused on interaction, 

small group teaching, and hands on research projects strategic teaching, why is the school 

day filled with fradhional worksheets, quiet classrooms and limhed opportunities 

throughout the day to read? Why is curriculum driven by the drill and skill education 

rather than open ended questions and an atmosphere that invites risk taking comments, 

student reflection, and thought provoking questions that motivate straggling readers to 

engage whh the informational text? I suggest that educators might consider the degree to 

which they allow curriculum to be driven by high stakes tests at the expense of the self-

esteem straggling adolescent readers. 

The "one size fits all" curriculum is not meeting the emotional and academic 

needs of straggling readers because it is filled with daily reminders of failure and 

offerings of boring text. It attempts to build reading skills but Lalo, Stacy, and Junior 

found test preparation styled worksheets ineffective. A curriculum based on this approach 

does not build the academic confidence and the connections necessary to meet the needs 
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of at-risk readers. I have not seen evidence that such a curriculum deters students from 

dropping out of school when the have reached the age to legally do so. Intervention 

programs are a first step in the right direction, but they need guidance through strategic 

reading practices that nurture the philosophy of Rosenblatt's (1938, 1990, 1994) 

transactional theoty of reading and writing. All readers need to be encouraged to think 

and communicate through and question the text rather than told to read a passage and 

then answer someone else's questions at the end of the passage. 

As educators we continue to pursue the illogical hope that the traditional approach 

of "more of the same is better" will be the answer in today's classroom. This is the 

comfortable solution that requfres a lack of creativity and little addhional planning. This 

method of teaching fulfills an obligation and those who publish expensive test 

preparation materials and traditional textbooks accept it. The drill and skill approach may 

provide a short-term solution if it is closely matched to questions on the test so that it 

coaches students to pass the "test," allowing straggling readers to move to the next grade. 

This does not mean that students, even if they are successful, will remain in school. It 

simply means that students wUl be able to pass a test on a given day. Effective solutions 

however, are present in the voices of researchers and students who experience "school' 

Monday through Friday. The researchers and the participants are in agreement with what 

is needed to address the needs of straggling readers, and we need to listen to their 

messages. Revamping the educational system in hopes of reaching the straggling reader 

takes time and attention to pedagogy of adolescent physical and emotional needs. 

There are other implications of this study that mdicate a need for horizontal and 

vertical curriculum communication between the content area teachers and teachers of all 
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special needs areas so that more reading support occurred in all classrooms and not in 

isolation. This is where 1 saw the need for more reading education for the content area 

teachers, especially in the methods of metacognitive reading strategies that would 

enhance comprehension in content area lessons. This would lessen the social and 

professional distance between the mainstream classes and the laboratories while 

strengthening reading comprehension for all students regardless of proficiencies. 

Another implication of this study includes a reminder of effective classroom 

practices for gaining content knowledge through higher level thinking activhies. For 

example, educators might take advantage of the desfre for adolescents to share thefr 

opinions in interest surveys and build into the curriculum an avenue for criticism of text 

and current events. Curriculum might also invhe students to fill out content surveys 

modeled after the surveys of the pop culture magazines and the "Channel One News" the 

participants found so intriguing. Teachers might consider encouraging students to share 

thefr results so that they can compare thefr thoughts with those of other members of the 

class or the school. These changes carmot occur m classrooms stifled whh straight rows 

and filled with the threat of "don't taUc under any circumstance or you will vish the 

office." 

This curriculum adjustment includes written responses in journals. When 

considering joumal responses, teachers might remember that Atwell (1998) suggests that 

students write longer passages and seem to enjoy wrhing more when they wrhe to peers. 

Stacy shared that she kept her notes from friends in a box and they comprise a collection 

from several years. Teachers might take advantage of this form of wrhing by 

encouraging conversational joumals where students wrhe to other students. 

427 



When teaching in a large group setting, teachers might consider offering students 

the opportunity to discuss the lesson and encourage them to ask questions. There needs to 

be opportunhies for tutorials and small group teaching focused on individual reading 

needs so that the straggling reading student does not feel so overwhelmed and deficit. 

Small group teaching allowed the teacher to realize the needs of each person in the group 

and to offer encouragement. Classrooms could reflect an atmosphere of comfort where h 

is okay to ask questions and explore reading problems and strengths together. 

Rosenblatt (1994) asserts that passive readers need explich instmction and 

demonstrations to transact with text. The study pointed to the fact that strategies need to 

be modeled by teachers so that students can better understand how to solve problems 

before being faced with an assignment to complete independently. Straggling readers 

need instractions repeated and teachers need to check for understanding so the 

assignment is clear to evetyone. Teachers might also consider longer time periods for 

straggling readers to complete the assignments because if they feel rashed, they panic and 

randomly choose answers. Peer modeling might also be a consideration when plarming 

lessons designed to meet the needs of straggling readers. This study indicated success 

when students are invited to model how they problem solve they find ways to succeed, 

but these sessions need to be supported by positive-minded teachers. 

Educators might consider using metacognitive strategies like the "think aloud" 

strategy, which gives students insight into how they perceive text, comprehend it, and 

connect it to thefr lives. Surveying the text before reading can serve as an advanced 

organizer before reading an assignment as well serve as setting a purpose for reading. 
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Students also need a form of peer support and communication to share what they were 

learning or reach out to help others who were straggling. 

Educators might consider including more interesting and authentic texts in their 

lessons, and using graphic organizers and guides that monitor student reading as part of 

the progression through texts This study showed that straggling readers, who are 

exposed to high interest informational picture books written on a level that is easy to 

comprehend, will respond to questions seeking their opinions. This does not happen on a 

trae and false or fill in the blank type of tradhional worksheets where thoughts are 

confined to what a publisher feels is relevant. Educators need to hold students 

accountable for thefr work by monitoring them, but this can include discussions, 

collaborative groups, paper work on graphic organizers and guides rather than the 

traditional worksheets. Teachers might consider that students want more hands-on 

learning and projects that requfre some element of research. They might design lessons 

that include strategic teaching where straggling readers are expected to leam how to 

solve problems, how to read, and how to transact whh informational text rather than just 

be given the answers. 

The tradhional worksheet stifles the thoughts of straggling students who may 

have difficulty fitting the correct word into the correct blank but have the ability to 

explain thefr responses when given opportunity. Not only does this approach welcome 

higher level thinking from students, h provides vhal information to teachers as they 

examine how students comprehend the assigrunent, how students' writing skills progress, 

and what adjustments within the curriculum are necessaty to meet the needs and interests 
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of the straggling reader. Such approaches allow students to reflect and express their 

thoughts. 

Teachers might consider keeping sustained silent reading and self-selection of 

reading materials as a component of the reading curriculum because they are vhal to 

maintaining student interest. This study reflected that students benefit from the routine of 

daily reading during the period. Teachers might consider ten to twenty minutes per day 

devoted to this activity and look at h as an opportunhy for straggling readers to browse 

and read whatever they want and practice theh growing reading skills and strategies. The 

opportunity to read also needs to be included in content area classes as well as classes 

devoted to remedial reading. Teachers in the content areas might see test scores improve 

if students are given the opportunity to practice reading rather than hearing about what is 

in the lessons. Materials might be used more if they were allowed to travel home with 

students who are engrossed with a short text. This means that teachers may need to apply 

for grants that can supply more high interest texts or find partners in the community to 

help to equip classroom libraries for successful sustained silent reading experiences. 

In addhion to SSR, straggling readers often need to partner read and fill out 

reading guides together as they proceed through assignments. This would help address 

reading whhin the content area classrooms. This approach might also create the benefit of 

opening opportunities for the straggling reader to make connections to the curriculum, 

the school and to peers while becoming engaged readers. Vygotsky (1978) supports the 

scaffolding that this method encompasses along with the social interaction that h 

encourages. This approach allows the straggling student to become "a part of" rather 

that set "apart" from the content area classroom. 
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Educators might consider the importance of the bond between teachers and 

students. The relationship between students and teachers needs to be strong. Teachers 

need to become aware of student reading interests through conversations whh them as 

well as that encourage interest in the curriculum. In addhion, educators need to take time 

to get to know their straggling readers so if there is a problem they can comfortably 

address it. Often such problems stem from a lack of understanding and communication 

between students and teachers, and if teachers consider the need for personal response 

and feedback before the situation become negative, student self-esteem and dignity can 

be preserved. Students in this study stated they appreciated h when discipline and 

learaing problems were treated privately and whh dignity. 

The data from this study suggest straggling readers are willing learners if the 

classroom is engaging, and if teachers are enthusiastic about thefr subjects. Teachers 

might consider less content-driven curriculum and take time to develop the type of 

reading instraction that is constractive for their content area ffrst. By learning the 

strategies and taking time to model through think alouds, educators will be modeUng 

Rosenblatt's (1994) transactional model of reading where students respond as they read, 

are aware of changing text, activate prior knowledge and share with other students. This 

approach will encourage at-risk readers to become active learners who connect to school 

and want to continue learning. 

Implications for Straggling Readers 

Whh the help and support of teachers, straggling readers can learn to identify 

their reading strengths and build on them. Through the implementation of metacognitive 
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strategies, they can learn to make informational text less overwhelming and more 

comprehensible. By learaing to think through the text as they read, and by asking 

questions of the author as they read, the straggling readers can learn to engage whh the 

text and become active learners. Straggling readers might also be encouraged to make 

connections to prior knowledge and visualize so that they can better enter the text and 

read through it. 

This study shows that straggling readers are aware of the need to take 

responsibiUty for their own actions by asking for help when they need h and not wait for 

fiiistration to build. Although it takes courage to ask for help, students need to overcome 

thefr shyness and approach the teacher with thefr conceras. It is all right to approach the 

teacher privately with a problem if asking for help when a group setting is overwhelming. 

Straggling students benefit most from tutorials and small group leaming activities. They 

should be encouraged to attend such activhies even if h means going to school early or 

staying late. 

In addition to these suggestions, straggling students need to have the goal of 

becoming independent learaers. Much of the later years of school include independent 

reading assigrunents. This means that much of what is expected of students is completed 

outside the wall of the classroom. If students have questions, they need to tty to answer 

the questions on thefr own before asking for help. 

When straggUng students read they are encouraged to make connections to thefr 

prior knowledge. This builds interest when the text may appear dull. Lalo stressed that at-

risk readers are encouraged to read m area of their interests so they will to leara to enjoy 
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reading. If a book is too difficult, it is okay to find another one on the same topic at a 

lower level. 

Lalo, Stacy, and Junior shared these ideas so that straggling adolescent readers 

might build reading strength and confidence. The participants did not see themselves as 

experts in reading, but as supportive peers who had straggled during their reading 

careers, and still straggle whh reading on a daily basis. They simply desired to help 

others by offering suggestions they feel are most helpful in building meaning in 

informational text. 

Suggestions for Further Inquhy 

As I reflect on this study, I see a need for more studies from the viewpoint of the 

straggling reader. There are only a few other case studies and even fewer are focused on 

the adolescent. There needs to be a multitude of such studies so that researchers can 

better understand what straggling students face on a day to day basis and especially 

where the pressure of standardized high stakes testing remind them daily of thefr deficits. 

Another area for fiiture study concerns of interest involves the aesthetic side of 

informational reading and how it coimects to the needs of straggling readers. The 

participants suggested that reading is easier when they can make more coimections to 

thefr personal lives and thefr "out of school interests." Another area for research is how 

the classroom envfronment influences the desire to read. Is there a connection between 

motivation and envirorunent? 

In addhion, I found the kinesthetic activhy the participants demonstrated as they 

engaged with text fascinating, and I think h bears inquity. Perhaps this activity holds 
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clues to developing comprehension strategies targeted at the straggling reader population. 

I also think researchers need to look at the importance of teacher support specifically for 

the at-risk reader. Additional training in teacher preparation courses could provide a vital 

link to student success. 

Finally, I would like to conduct a longitudinal study of Lalo, Stacy, and Junior. I 

would like to meet them in two years and ask them about theh lives and if theh views on 

reading have changed. I wonder if they will be close to graduation or if they will still be 

in school. I would like to know if the study affected thefr lives or if they have seen 

changes in cuniculum because of it. 

Conclusion 

As I listened to Stacy, Junior, and Lalo, I was impressed whh the depth of thefr 

comments. Sharing thefr personal views as primaty sources, these adolescents pulled me 

into thefr worlds, and into the problems facing students who are considered "at-risk" in 

reading. So much of what these three adolescents had to say is indicated in the literature I 

read (Atwell, 1998; Allen, 2000; Vacca & Vacca, 2002; Rosenblatt, 1994), and I knew 

these students had not read the information in any book or jouraal. They were living h. 

Often they asked me how the study was going, and they stated more than once that they 

wanted thefr voices heard to help other straggling readers. 

I hope the information they shared provides insight into why straggling readers 

respond the way they do in classrooms. Perhaps by taking their suggestions into 

consideration we can all create more effective reading instraction for adolescents who are 

fiiistrated by thefr reading challenges. Stiiiggling readers can be encouraged to read more 
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and to engage informational text. With support, straggling readers can become 

independent thinkers and learaers who feel they can succeed in school wonder, however, 

how well we are serving the at-risk adolescent reader. Are our educational policies and 

practices benefiting our students to the best of our educational abilhy? Perhaps there are 

some issues to address as we conclude this study. 

For example, consider the term "at-risk." In the state of Texas, there are thirteen 

indicators that serve to describe students who are considered "at-risk" (TEA, 2002a). I 

invhe the reader to retura to chapter one and study them before leaving this document. 

Then I ask the reader to consider how many students they know who are not "at-risk" 

when these descriptors are applied. To qualify for the label is all too easy, yet not to 

qualify is extremely difficuh. Let's consider who is not "at-risk" in our Texas schools. A 

white native English language speaker who has a knack for passing standardized tests and 

who consistently scores successfully in classes, has no legal criminal record, has a home 

other than any form of foster care or emergency facility, is not receiving help from a 

substance abuse or psychiatric hospital and has no children or identifiers from the Public 

Education Information System, is a student who is not considered "at risk." It appears 

that aU but the vety lucky are considered and labeled "at-risk" and that the indicators 

might be archaic in today's society. 

After we label these students, what do we do for them? We offer them a menu of 

boring but expensive textbooks that are seldom opened, tradhional worksheets that are 

designed whh preconceived answers in mind, and we encourage silence when interaction 

is vhal to build understanding and connections to the school environment. Our solution to 

the fact that they straggle whh reading in the content areas is to read the text to them 
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rather than supplying them with strategies to make them independent readers. Then we 

wonder why they do not find school exciting. When this does not work, we place them in 

programs designed to make them successful by following the same routines and 

curriculum that has not worked in the past. In other words, we look at straggling readers 

and say they are somehow "different" then we fail to address their unique learning styles. 

The most disheartening solution to the problem, however, is how we attack thefr already 

fragile self-esteems by demanding that they are reminded daily of thefr deficiencies rather 

than their proficiencies when we force them to prepare for standardized tests through drill 

and skill. 

There is nothing vwong whh interventions to build successful reading 

experiences for the adolescent who is considered at-risk in reading. We must, however, 

build such programs on personal strengths of straggling readers. We must listen to the 

advice from research and from the straggling students themselves, rather than listening to 

publishing companies who are profit based and whose solutions lie in their products. We 

must not allow politicians who have no background in educating the at-risk reader tell us 

how to teach our students. There is nothing wrong with testing students if we are 

searching for ways to diagnose and render help. What is harmful is when we keep 

students from progressing by the way we address the tests. We need to be looking for 

growth rather than emphasizing what straggling students carmot do and then punishing 

them for it. We need to meet them where they are and take them forward to where they 

can be. In other words we must quit fencing them out and tty roping them in to education. 

We need to "hook" them on the exchement of learning. Until we take such an approach, 

we will continue to produce straggling readers who are detached from academia and 
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whose goals are focused on reaching the age when they can legally drop out of school 

because they feel disconnected, angty, and disillusioned by the vety adults they used to 

trast. "At-risk" does not apply students like Lalo, Stacy, and Junior. Rather, what is "At-

risk" is a society that nehher listens to nor addresses the needs of the straggling 

adolescent reader. 
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Outline of Oral Presentation 
For Research Entitled 

Adolescents Transactions with Informational Texts 
Jeannine Lane Hurst 

Purpose of the Study: To study how high school students who have experienced trouble 
with reading transact with informational text such as daily textbook assignments. 

Transact means how students work their way through reading assignments. 

The assignments 1 would like to investigate are the assignments found in classes such as 
social studies, reading, or Histoty. 

I would like to observe or watch you read to see what strategies you use to make reading 
make sense to you. 

I would like to ask your opinion and gather your ideas for what you feel has helped in the 
past and what has not helped you with overcoming reading problems. 

What will I be doing? 
For this study I will need to observe you as you read, sometimes interview you and 
sometimes look at artifacts that you supply. I will be keeping notes on what I observe and 
what information you supply. Sometimes I wUl be using a tape recorder so that I can take 
notes or transcribe your thoughts as accurately as possible. 

What will I do with this information? 
I want to write a research paper on what information I gather. This paper will include not 
only what I see, but also it will include your thought and suggestions. All of the 
information you give me will be kept completely confidential. No one who reads the 
article will know your name or where you live or where you go to school. 

Why is h Important to gather this information? 
You are important members of society. As high school students, you have a histOty of 
reading experiences. Some of these experiences have been good and some have not been 
so helpfiil What and how you feel right now is important to research. After you leave 
high school, you will become so busy that some of your feelings or responses may not 
remain as focused as they are this semester. I want to capture how you feel and how you 
read right now. 

What will you get out of this study? 
You will have the satisfaction that you have contributed to research in reading. Some of 
your ideas and strategies may help other adolescents who stmggle whh reading. Also 
what you share in this study may resuh in how curriculum (textbooks) are written in the 
fiiture, so that they are made as "user fiiendly" as possible. Thank you for your attention. 
I am a doctoral student at Texas Tech University, as weU as a concerned teacher. 
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Student Handout 

Adolescents Transactions with Informational Texts 

A Research Study by Jeannine Lane Hurst 

The purpose of the study is to see how you read and how you feel about reading. I would 
like to investigate what has helped you in the past and what is helping you now. If you 
want to participate in this study, I need you to read, listen to the oral presentation, and 
then to have you and your parents or guardian sign a consent form, which I have given to 
your teacher. 

During the study I will be interviewing you, audio taping your responses sometimes and 
taking notes on what I observe. Sometimes I will be looking at what you write about what 
you read or collecting other artifacts, or samples or your work that you supply. 

Any information that I gather in the study will be kept confidential and your name, where 
you live and go to school will remain confidential The information you supply is 
important to reading research and may contribute to the way textbooks and curriculum 
are designed. You may quit participating in the study whenever you want and there will 
be no penalty. 

If you are interested in participating is the study, please ask your teacher for a form to 
take to your parent or guardian. 

Thank you, 

Mrs. Jeannine Lane Hurst (Doctoral Student at Texas Tech University) 

552-2145 

459 



Informed Consent: Adolescent Transactions with Informational Texts 

Dear Parents, 
My name is Mrs. Jeannine Lane Hurst and I am a doctoral student at Texas Tech 

Univershy. I am conducting a research study entitled Adolescent Transactions whh 
Informational Texts. I invhe your child to participate in this project. The research has 
been approved by the school district and by Texas Tech University. Results from this 
study will add to the body of reading research. The purpose of this research is to study 
how high school students transact with informational books or articles such as daily 
reading assignments. Transact means how students work their way through the reading 
passage. 

This study will look at the following: 
I want to find out what sfrategies students use when they read textbooks, 
magazines, newspapers, picture books, advertisements, or other text that gives 
information. 

I want to find out how students describe theh reading problems. I want to find 
out what works for students and what doesn't work for them when read. 

I also want to ask students how they feel about reading. I want them to share their 
feelings about reading problems. 

How will the research be conducted? 
During this research, students will be observed while reading. I will take notes of what I 
notice. Sometimes I v îll conduct interviews about reading habhs. I will ask questions 
about what students read, why they read, and how they feel about reading. For these 
interviews, I will use a tape recorder. I will also collect assignments and look at records 
of tardies, absences and test scores. 

Why is this information important? 
What is leamed from this study important to reading research. Investigating how students 
feel about reading helps educators design books and plan for classes that meet the needs 
of students. Students in the study will know they have helped other adolescents who they 
straggle with reading. 

Are there benefits or risks? 
There wUl be no physical risk to students in this study. Students might be shy at fust 
when the tape recorder is used. It is possible that the research study will help students 
understand how they read. That information could make them stronger readers. 

No one in this study will be paid for participation now or in the future. Participating in 
this research study will have nothing to do with grades or classroom lessons. Students in 
the study may quh the research study at any time and there will be no penalty. 
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How long will this research study last? 
This research will last for one semester. It will take place during regular classroom hours 
and whh permission of the classroom teacher. Any information from the study will 
remain confidential. It will be kept in a locked file cabinet in my office. Information will 
be destroyed five years after the research is completed. Student names, where they live, 
and the name of the 
school will not be used in the research. 

What if you have questions? 
I will answer any questions about the study. My office phone number is 552-2145. Dr. 

Holly Johnson is the facuhy member sponsoring the study. Her phone number at Texas 
Tech Univershy is 1-806-742-1997. 

How do you give permission? 
If you would like your child to participate in this research study, I would like you and 
your child to please sign the following: 

I have read the information on the above two pages about the research study entitled: 
Adolescent Transactions with Informational Texts. I understand the purpose of the study 
and how the study will be conducted. I give my permission for my child to participate in 
this research study. Dr. Holly. Johnson has agreed to answer any questions I have about 
the procedures in this research. If I have any questions about my rights as a research 
subject or about any injuty caused by this research, I may contact the Texas Tech 
University Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects by writing 
them in care of the Office of Research services, Texas Tech Univershy, Lubbock, Texas, 
79409, or by calling (806) 742-3884. 

Date 
Signature of Parent/Guardian (or authorized representative) 

Date 
Signature of Student 

The name I would like to be known by in the study is_ 

Date 
Signature of Project Dhector or Authorized Representative 
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Consentimiento Informado: Transacciones adolescentes con IDS textos informativos 

Estimados Padres, 

Mi nombre es sefiora Jeannine Lane Hurst y soy un estudiante doctoral en la universidad 
del Texas Tech. Estoy conduciendo un estudio de la investlgaci6n dado derecho las 
transacciones adolescentes con los textos informativos. Invito a su nitio que participe en este 
proyecto. La investigaci6n ha side aprobada por el distrito escolar y por la universidad del Texas 
Tech. Los resultados ser^n agregados a infonnaci6n de la investigaci6n de la lectura. El 
prop6sito de esta investigaci6n es estudiar c6mo los estudiantes de la secundaria tramitan con 
los libros o los articulos infomiativos tales como asignaciones de lectura diarias. "Tramite" en 
este estudio quiere decir c6mo los estudiantes trabajan y su manera de leer y comprender el 
libro. 

Este estudio se trata de lo siguiente: 
Deseo descubrir cuales son las estrategias que utilizan los estudiantes cuando lean los 
libros de texto, libros con dibujos, periodicos, los anuncios, o otro texto que da la 
infomfiaci6n. 

Deseo descubrir como desenlazan los estudiantes sus problemas de lectura. Deseo 
saber qu6 trabaja y qu§ no trabaja para ayudarles cuando estan leido. 

Tambien deseo preguntarles a los estudiantes como se sienten sobre la lectura. Quisiera 
que compartieran sus sentimientos sobre problemas de la lectura. 

^Como sera conducida la investigacion? 
Durante esta investigacion, observare a los estudiantes leer. Tomare notas de lo que veo ocurrir. 
Conducire algunas entrevistas sobre habitos de la lectura. Hare preguntas acerca lo que los 
estudiantes han leido, porque leen, y como se sienten sobre la lectura. Para estas entrevistas, 
utilizare un grabador de cinta. Tambi6n recogere asignaciones y notare las veces cuando han 
llegado tarde, cuando ha estado ausente y de calificaciones de las pruebas. 

iPor que es esta informacion importante? Que se aprende de este estudio es importante para 
la investigacion de la lectura. Investigando los sentimientos de los estudiantes por la lectura 
ayuda los educadores disenar los libros y los planes para las clases que resuelven las 
necesidades estudiantiles. Los estudiantes en el estudio reconoceran que han ayudado a otros 
adolescentes que luchan con la lectura. 

^Hay aventajas o riesgos? No habra riesgo fisico a los estudiantes en este estudio. 
Puede que los estudiantes est6n timidos al principio de utilizar la registradora de cinta. Es 
posible que el estudio de la investigacion ayude a los estudiantes entender como leen. Esta 
informacion podia mejorar su habilidad de leer. Ningunos de los estudiantes seran pagados por 
su participacion en este estudio ahora ni en el future. El participar en este estudio de la 
investigaci6n no tiene nada que ver con las calificaciones o las lecciones de la sala de clase. Los 
estudiantes en el estudio pueden parar el estudio de la investigacion en cualquier momento sin 
ninguna pena. 

^Cuanto tiempo se llevara esta investigacion? La investigacion se llevara de acabo un 
semestre. Ocurrira durante horas regulates de la sala de clase y con el penniso del profesor de 
la sala de clase. Cualquier infomnacion del estudio seguira siendo confidencial. Sera mantenido 
un gabinete bloqueado del archive en mi ofidna. La informacion sera destruida cinco afios 
despues de que la investigacion se temriina. Los nombres del estudiante, donde viven, y el 
nombre de la escuela no seran utilizado en la investigacion. 
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iQu6 si usted tiene preguntas? Le contestar6 cualquier pregunta sobre el estudio. El numero 
de tel6fono en mi oficina es 552-2145. El Dr. Holly Johnson es el miembro de la facultad que 
patrocina el estudio. Su numero de tel6fono en la universidad del Texas Tech de Texas es 1-806-
742-1997. 

^C6mo da usted su penmiso? Si usted quisiera que su nifio participara en este estudio de |a 
investigaci6n, quisiera que usted y su nif̂ o satisficieran la muestra siguiente: 

Tengo leido la infomiaci6n en las dos p^ginas antedichas sobre el estudio de la investigaci6n 
dado derecho: Transacciones adolescentes con los textos infomiativos. Entiendo el prop6sito del 
estudio y c6mo serd conducido. Doy mi permiso para que mi nifio participe en este estudio de la 
investigacibn. El Dr. Holly. Johnson esta de acuerdo para contestar cualquier pregunta que tenga 
sobre los procedimientos en esta investigaci6n. 

Entiendo que si tengo preguntas sobre mis derechos como tema de la investigaci6n o sobre 
cualquier daf^o causado por esta investigaci6n, puedo entrar en contacto con al comity 
examinador institucional de la universidad del Texas Tech de Tejas para la protecci6n de temas 
humanos escribi^ndoles en el cuidado de la oficina de los servicios de la investigaci6n, 
universidad del Texas Tech de Texas, Lubbock, Texas, 79409, o llamando (806) 742-388. 

Fecha 
Finna de padre o representante autorizado 

Fecha 
Firma del estudiante 

El nombre por cuai deseo ser conocido en esta investigacion. 

Finna del director del proyecto o representante autorizado 

Fecha 
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Informed Consent (Faculty) 
Adolescents Transactions with Informational Texts 

I hereby give my consent for my participation in the research study entitled: Adolescents: 
Transactions With Texts. I understand that the faculty member sponsoring this project is 
Dr. Holly Johnson (telephone number: 806-742-1997) at Texas Tech Univershy. The 
person responsible for this project is Jeannine Lane Hurst (telephone number: 915-570-
1859). Jearmine Lane Hurst has explained to me that her research study includes the 
following: 
• This research study is designed to investigate how adolescents read informational 

books. The types of books include classroom textbooks, magazines, newspapers, 
signs, advertisements, picture books, or any reading that gives them information. 

• The research study will also look at how adolescent students view their reading 
problems when they come to something in a their reading that they do not understand. 

• This study will invite students to share theh feelings about reading difficulties. 

I imderstand there is no physical risk to the students or faculty in this study and little, if 
any, discomfort for students from reflecting on reading problems. Benefits to the faculty 
are as follows: As the students better understand their reading styles, they may become 
more proficient readers. It is also hoped that information from this research will help in 
supplying curriculum designed to meet the needs of adolescent readers. A curriculum that 
better fits the needs of the adolescent reader, will resuh in more on-task behavior and a 
raise in comprehension scores. By my participation in this research, I am helping to 
illuminate the needs of the struggling adolescent reader. By my consent, I understand that 
I am allowing the students in the study to be observed in their content area classroom in 
theh" natural classroom setting. I understand that this research is not focused on my 
behavior as the teacher and is in no way meant to judge my personal teaching 
methodology. I understand that during this research, Mrs. Hurst will observe students in 
my classroom. This activity will not interfere whh classroom instruction. I understand 
that Mrs. Hurst will take notes as she observes reading habhs of the students included in 
the research study. 

No money will be paid to participants in this research now or in the fiiture. Participants 
may quh the study any time without penalty. 

It has fiirther been explained to me that participation in this research will last for one 
semester of time, that only Jeannine Lane Hurst will have access to the records and/data 
collected for this study. All information connected whh this study will remain strictly 
confidential. I understand that the data will be stored in a locked file cabinet in the office 
of Jeannine Lane Hurst at the Univershy of Texas of the Permian Basin. It will be 
destroyed five years after the research is completed. I also realize that my real name will 
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not be used when this research is shared with others. I wish to be identified by this name 
in the written document: . 

Jeannine Lane Hurst has agreed to answer questions that 1 may have concerning the 
procedures. In addition. Dr. Holly Johnson had agreed to answer any questions I have 
about the procedures in this research. If I have any questions about my rights as a 
research subject or about any injuty caused by this research, I may contact the Texas 
Tech University Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects by 
writing them in care of the Office of Research Services, Texas Tech Univershy, Lubbock, 
Texas 79409, or by calling (806) 742-3884. 

I understand that I may stop participating in this study at any time I choose whhout 
penalty. 

Date 
Signattire of Faculty Member 

Date 
Signature of Project Dh-ector or Authorized Representative 
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Table 2: Students' self-report concerning the effectiveness of six reading strategies in 
aiding their comprehension of text. (4 = always, 3 = most of the time, 2 = 
seldom, 1 = never) 

Students 

Reading Strategy Stacy Junior Lalo 

Thinking about other things while reading 2 

MentaUy questioning the author about ideas 3 

Rereading for information 4 

Skipping over confiising parts of a passage 2 

Reading as rapidly as possible 3 

VisiialiTing 

3 

1 

3 

3 

4 
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Protocol Questions for Research: The At-Risk Adolescent: Transactions with Text 

Jeannine Lane Hurst 

1. What do you remember about your favorite stories or books? 
2. If you read that stoty now, what do you think you would leam? 
3. What do you think reading is? 
4. What do people do when they read? 
5. When you are reading and come to something you don't know, what do you do? 
6. Do you ever do anything else? 
7. What makes a good reader? 
8. Do you think good readers ever come to something they don't know? 
9. If good readers come to something they don't know, what do you think they should 

do? 
10. If you knew someone who was having trouble whh reading, how would your help 

that person? 
11. What would a teacher do to help that person? 
12. How did you leam to read? 
13. What would you like to do better as a reader? 
14. On a scale of one to ten, with ten being the best, how do you rate yourself as a reader? 
15. Why did you give yourself that number? 

Source: Taylor, S.V., & Nesheim, D. W. (Dec 2000/Jan 2001). Making lheracy real for 
"high-risk" adolescent emergent readers: An irmovative application of readers' workshop. 
Joumal of Adolescent &. Aduh Lheracy. 44(4). 308-318. 

The Three Interview Series Questions 

1. What can you tell me about your reading experience as you came through school? 

2. If you are reading and you come across something you do not understand, what do 
you do? 

3. What does being able to read mean to you? 

Seidman, I. (1998) Interviewing as qualitative research: A guide for researchers in 
education and the social sciences (2nd ed). NY: Teachers College Press. 
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