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New standards stress reading skills

knowledge or pictures. Most impor-
tantly, the more they love reading and 
feel connected to it, the more they’ll 
read. The more words children see, 
the more they learn.

Columbia Public Schools has taught 
balanced literacy for years and hopes 
to use it to transcend the limitations 
the reading wars impose. Students get 
the best of both worlds: strong support 
for fundamental reading skills and a 
more holistic, individualized take on 
what is needed to be successful.

Reading Recovery is a way of mak-
ing balanced literacy and the district’s 
approach even more potent. By incor-
porating one-on-one time for 30 min-
utes every day, children get narrowly 
focused lessons on the specific skills 
they need to work on. The program 
has been in place since 1992 to help 
first-graders who require extra atten-
tion as they learn to read.

Now, new academic standards, know 
as the Common Core State Standards, 
have created an atmosphere where 
being a competent reader is even more 
important. The standards, adopted by 
the district in 2012, set a baseline for 
achievement in the schools. 

This year, elementary school teach-
ers are refocusing their energy on 
making sure their reading curricu-
lum complies with the standards. So 
far, so good; the district already uses 
curriculum materials that align with 
Common Core.

The catch? With new standards 
come new tests that will replace the 
annual Missouri Assessment Program 
in spring of 2015. 

To prepare students for the tests, 
which measure student progress and 
school effectiveness, curriculum 
needs to be solid. Reading curriculum 
is especially significant because it 
forms the foundation of a child’s test-
taking skills.

The first year of new tests in 2015 
will occur when this year’s first-grad-
ers will be in third-grade, the year 
students embark on the journey that is 
standardized testing. In third grade, 
they will be expected to be proficient 
readers. If students can’t read well, 
reading advocates believe, they won’t 
test well.

Reading Recovery close-up
Grayson sits with his hands folded in 

front of him, elbows on the table, as he 
peers at his book, “Gilbert the Pig Has 
an Adventure.”

“Gilbert the 
Pig was taking 
a nap when he 
saw the farmer 
drive out of the 
gate,” he reads 
smoothly. It’s a 
book he’s read 
before.

After a few 
more sentences, 
Howes stops 
him.

“What’s going 
to happen in 
the rest of the 
story?” she asks, 
demonstrat-
ing a strategy 
native to bal-
anced literacy 
where children 
use pictures 
and background 
knowledge to help them figure out 
what they’re reading.

“Gilbert’s going to go home and won-
der where the farmer went,” Grayson 
says.

Howes and Grayson sit at a small, 
child-sized table in a small classroom. 
They sit close together so Howes 
can hear Grayson read aloud from 
his book. Howes joined the Reading 
Recovery program two years ago, 
after 14 years teaching kindergarten 
and first grade. She is one of 17 teach-
ers in the district trained for Reading 
Recovery.

After working through the story 
about Gilbert the Pig, Howes and Gray-
son move to a short easel with a mag-
netic board. Howes moves a cluster of 
magnetic letters off to one side and 
draws a large circle. She asks Grayson 
to put all the letter B’s, both uppercase 
and lowercase, into the circle. Then she 
pulls a few other letters into the circle 
and builds the word “brother.”

“Break my word,” she instructs.
Breaking words is part of “word 

work” in balanced literacy instruction. 
Howes asks Grayson to separate the 
word into its component sounds. He 
sounds the word out as he separates 
the letters on the board.

“Br-oth-er”
“What other words have ‘other?’” 

she asks.
Grayson rattles off a short list: 

“other, mother, another.”
Howes makes sure Grayson is 

integrating reading and speaking by 
switching his focus between the writ-
ten words in front of him and words 

recited from memory. By indirectly 
coaching him on word-sound patterns 
such as “other,” Howes is not always 
teaching phonics in separate lessons; 
she often embeds it into lessons on 
spelling or writing.

Students in the Reading Recovery 
program spend 12 to 20 weeks work-
ing with a teacher one-on-one on 
the reading skills they haven’t yet 
mastered. Some need help decoding, 
or understanding how letters and 
sounds represent written words. Oth-
ers struggle with comprehension and 
vocabulary.

By the end of the program, about 75 
percent of students will improve to the 
average reading level of their class, 
said Blackburn, the Reading Recovery 
leader for the district.

Regular classroom reading teach-
ers use many of the same techniques 
as Reading Recovery, just on a milder 
level, Blackburn said. Whether one-on-
one or in a group setting, teachers try 
to touch on how reading, writing and 
speaking work together, a method that 
sets balanced literacy apart from pure 
phonics.

Preparing for change
Since 2009, Columbia schools have 

used a set of reading materials called 
“Good Habits, Great Readers,” pub-
lished by Pearson, which specializes 
in educational materials.

Pearson says its materials align with 
Common Core, but Becky Stanley, K-5 
language arts curriculum coordinator 
for the district, said teachers want to 
assess the extent of that alignment for 
themselves.

To prepare for the new tests, which 
will first be administered in the 2014-
15 school year, elementary teachers 
worked in groups to drill down into 
which lessons cover which standards, 
which work as they’re written and 
which need to be improved. If the 
Pearson materials aren’t doing the 
job, the teachers will adapt them or 
develop their own.

“We know that the writing area 
is going to be huge,” Stanley said of 
Common Core and the related tests. 
“Our materials address it but not to 
the rigor and the level we are going to 
have to provide.”

For older elementary school stu-
dents, increased rigor could mean 
more work on learning new words or 
understanding more complicated ideas 
in books rather than trying to learn 
specific letter-sound relationships. It’s 

trading in “Gil-
bert the Pig Has 
an Adventure” 
for, say, “Char-
lotte’s Web.”

Teachers need 
to make sure 
students can 
put information 
together from 
different sourc-
es and support 
arguments with 
information 
from what they 
read. To that 
end, teachers 
must expose 
their students 
to just as much 
nonfiction as 
fiction. Along 
with storybooks, 
young children 

might read about how animals live or 
how plants grow from seeds to veg-
etables.

Learning together
Howes now asks Grayson to make up 

a sentence to write.
“What are you doing this weekend?” 

she asks to help him find a subject.
“I’m going to drive to Oklahoma 

for a NBA game,” Grayson says. “I’m 
going with my dad and my papa and 
my cousin.”

Out of that information, they craft 
a sentence: “I won’t be here on Friday 
because I’m going to a NBA game.” 
Howes lets him write the sentence 
without correcting his use of the 
article “a.”

Before Grayson writes the sentence, 
Howes reviews how to understand the 
word “won’t” — explaining that words 
that are contractions have an apos-
trophe that replaces the missing let-
ters. Grayson writes the sentence on 
a piece of white paper with an orange 
marker.

His large letters slant diagonally 
down the page. As has become his 
habit, he sounds out the words as he 
writes.

“Nice saying it as you write it,” 
Howes encourages. “That helps you 
get it in your head, doesn’t it?”

They go over the sentence together, 
and Howes covers Grayson’s errors 
with pieces of white paper tape.

“I’m not very good at capital N,” 
Grayson offers.

“Slant down, straight up,” Howes 
coaches, writing a few N’s before 

Grayson practices on his own. “Try 
one more by yourself.”

Individualized instruction
The reading wars that have long pit-

ted phonics advocates against whole 
language believers don’t seem to have 
much foothold within Columbia Public 
Schools.

“We really started looking at chil-
dren individually,” Stanley, the K-5 
curriculum coordinator, said. “It’s all 
about good instruction and what does 
the child need at the time and what is 
developmentally appropriate.”

For many schools here and across 
the nation, that means using balanced 
literacy.

Some phonics scholars remain criti-
cal of balanced literacy, saying there 
is no scientific research proving its 
effectiveness. 

Some say it’s just a new-and-
improved name for whole language, 
which was roundly rejected when 
research in the early 1990s suggested 
it didn’t make children good enough 
readers.

But Blackburn, the Reading Recov-
ery leader in Columbia schools, said 
that balanced literacy, or at least the 
district’s interpretation and use of 
it, gives students a way to get a firm 
grasp on all aspects of reading, not 
just the printed words. And the special 
attention that comes through Read-
ing Recovery encourages struggling 
students to get the strong start they 
need, build confidence and learn to 
love reading.

“I can’t think of anything more 
rewarding than watching them learn 
to read,” Blackburn said. “I’m excited 
to advocate for those kids.”

Blackburn, who started in the dis-
trict as a speech pathologist, doesn’t 
remember exactly how she learned 
to read. But she remembers using the 
Dick and Jane series in first grade. 
She said reading was a big part of 
raising her own children, now in their 
20s; “Goodnight Moon” was her favor-
ite book to read to them.

The rhyming patterns in “Goodnight 
Moon” could categorize it as a phonics 
text. Funnily enough, or perhaps fit-
tingly, that fact didn’t come up at all 
in Blackburn’s memories about the 
evenings spent reading the book with 
her children.

Measured progress
To end their lesson, Grayson and 

Howes start reading a new book called 
“Clucky.” It’s about a cat, a chick and 
other animals.

Howes explains the plot and then 
asks Grayson questions about it. 
“What do you think might happen if 
the cat goes after the chick?”

“The cat might eat it,” Grayson says.
He continues describing what he 

thinks might happen by looking at 
the pictures that sit below the words. 
When Grayson reads, Howes stops 
him every so often to go over a bold-
faced word that represents vocabulary 
he should learn.

Grayson works through “Clucky” 
more slowly than he read the Gilbert 
book. He pauses at the word “would.” 
Howes explains the “ould” chunk and 
the sound it makes. 

Grayson does not seem frustrated 
by the words he struggles with. He 
listens to Howes, sounds out the word 
and moves on.

At the end of the story, he closes the 
book with a flourish.

“Piece of cake.”
Supervising editor is Jacqui Ban-
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HOW A CHILD LEARNS TO READ 

Sources: LEARNING TO READ WORDS: THEORY, FINDINGS, AND ISSUES, BY LINNEA 
C. EHRI, 1995; EVERYTHING YOU WANTED TO KNOW ABOUT PHONICS (BUT WERE 
AFRAID TO ASK), BY STEVEN A. STAHL, ANN M. DUFFY-HESTER, KATHERINE ANNE 
DOUGHERTY STAHL, 1998

The principle that gives children a jumping-off point for reading 
instruction is called the alphabetic principle, which is the concept 
that letters in words represent sounds. Once this clicks with students, 
they can start learning to read. Before this point, however, they have 
to go through a few other phases, which could overlap and don’t 
necessarily end before the next phase begins.

PRE-ALPHABETIC PHASE

PARTIAL ALPHABETIC PHASE: 

FULL ALPHABETIC PHASE

CONSOLIDATED ALPHABETIC PHASE:

Children are learning more and more sight words and 
committing them to memory. They have learned larger 
letter patterns and can apply that to reading more 
complicated, multisyllabic words.

Age: preschool

Age: preschool, kindergarten and some struggling older readers

Age: early elementary school

Age: kindergarten or older

Children use visual cues to recognize words and rely on 
sight words (familiar words) or memorization to pretend to 
read. 

look camel dog

‘humps’ of camel

‘tail’ of dog

‘eyes’ 

Children use parts of sounds in words to determine what 
the word is, although they know the names of letters 
and their sounds. Often, they rely on �rst and �nal 
sounds to recognize a word. 

bird
bear

When words have the 
same beginning sounds, 
sometimes children 
substitute those words 
for each other

Children understand the connections between letters in 
how words are spelled and the smaller parts of words so 
they can pronounce them. They rarely confuse similarly 
spelled words and can read unfamiliar words much more 
easily, though they’ll still sound out dif�cult words.

 /s/-/t/-/a/-/p/“stop”

thinking could

woulddrawing
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Sara Howes helps first-grader Grayson Fick work through new words, which are written on the board, from a story they started 
during a Reading Recovery session in mid-March at Derby Ridge Elementary School. Students typically spend 12 to 20 weeks in 
the program to improve their reading skills.

This year, elementary teachers are making sure their curriculum complies with the standards

We really started looking 
at children individually. It’s 
all about good instruction 
and what does the child 
need at the time and 
what is developmentally 
appropriate.”

Becky StaNley
K-5 curriculum coordinator
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