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My Teaching Beliefs and Practices

My Incoming Beliefs and Practices

After graduating from Michigan State’s College of Education in 2009, I felt very unsure of my abilities in teaching reading going into my internship year in a first grade classroom in the Detroit Public School System. Under the guidance of my collaborating teacher, I feel I developed a strong (yet dated) approach to teaching reading. Much of her instruction focused on phonics- letter sound knowledge, decoding, as well as sight word learning experiences. After receiving a job offer to teach All-Day Kindergarten the following year, I soon realized that many of the practices I learned during my internship could be applied to this new setting as well, but many of the approaches needed a little revision. During my first year at the Kindergarten level, I quickly added an increase of high-quality children’s literature read aloud to my students, more frequent discussion of books (both with peers and as whole group,) and student groupings that allowed me to differentiate reading instruction within small groups- concepts that were rare or often absent during my internship experience. In my second year as an all-day Kindergarten teacher I have focused my attention on polishing my guided reading skills with small groups and have begun using a workshop approach where students self-select texts that are “just right” for their reading level- two large, yet extremely important tasks in one school year!


At this point in my teaching, I believe that reading is a crucial skill for all students to learn, practice, and master during their educational experiences. The subject of reading is composed of letter-sound knowledge, decoding unfamiliar words, orally reading in a fluent, expressive tone, and comprehending the material that is being read. In order to master the art of reading, a student must be able to successfully do the latter list of skills independently across the curriculum and all subject areas.

I have come to realize that an All-Day Kindergarten program is now much different than a Kindergarten program was even ten years ago. In my district, it resembles the look of a first grade classroom much more today than ever before. By June, I expect that all readers in my room have mastered all 21 consonant sounds, and a great majority can read the five (short) vowel sounds as well. In addition to letter-sound knowledge, my students can quickly read all 36 of the Kindergarten sight-words and are able to locate and read them fluently in a text. It is my belief that my readers are able to digest both independently read texts and books that are read aloud in order to determine meaning in the story as well as recall the text features- characters, setting, and elements of the story in the beginning, middle and end. By the end of the school year, my hope is that students are reading at a Level C or above (using the Fountas and Pinnell reading assessments to frequently assess student growth and achievement.)


In regards to testing reading abilities, I rely on four primary testing periods to assess students- the beginning of the year, and one at the end of each of the three marking periods. In the classroom I use sight-word assessments where students must read the given words and letter-sound assessments where students must recognize the letters of the alphabet, tell me their associated sound, and think of a word that begins with that letter. These are periodically used informally for specific students who are struggling with the concepts as a way of communicating to parents which letters and words their child is struggling with, as well as to adapt mini-lessons for small groups of individuals who require additional instruction. As stated before, I also use the Fountas and Pinnell assessments to determine reading levels for each of my readers. I feel that frequent, informal tests and achievement checks are very important at the Kindergarten level because of the great amount of growth going on during this important year. 
My Outgoing Beliefs and Practices

AFFIRMATIONS

The Use of Partner Reading as a Method of Cooperative Learning


As part of my Kindergarten reading instruction, I often use partner reading as a cooperative way for students to work together and help each other. As the lone teacher in a classroom of 18 young readers, getting to each student to listen to them read aloud is a task that is too time consuming for everyday use. Allowing students to work together as they read the books out of their individualized book baggies gives students a chance to work cooperatively and practice reading skills such as decoding strategies, fluency, and more! Our text, Comprehension and Collaboration: Literacy Circles in Action by Stephanie Harvey and Harvey Daniels describes many benefits and opportunities for teachers to use small group (and partner work) in their classrooms during literacy instruction. I feel affirmed in my use of partner reading in my Kindergarten classroom as well as other methods of collaborative work amongst students of various achievement levels. On page 10 of their book, Harvey and Daniels explain eight benefits of small-group work. Even though my students are very young, small group work is extremely important. I especially like their idea, “Small groups make engaged interactive learning possible,” (Harvey & Daniels, 2009, p.10.) 

I often find that one of my main obstacles during reading instruction is making sure all students are engaged in my mini-lessons. I have found that through partner reading, they are held accountable for their own learning and must be working and collaborating. When we partner read (generally every other day,) I hold a mini-lesson before hand with a guiding concept for them to focus on during their partner reading time. This requires all students to pay attention and incorporate the skill or strategy when reading with their partner. Another article we read during Module 1 draws attention to the concept of engagement as well, “Engagement is the key; merely completing reading activities is not synonymous with learning,” (Blair, Rupley, & Nichols, 2007, p. 436.) I feel positive that when my young readers are working with partners they are actively engaged and much more focused on a specific task than when reading independently or during whole group instruction. I truly find that this is a productive and important component of my Kindergarten reading instruction.

Promoting Student Choice and Considering Ability Levels During Independent Reading


In my Kindergarten classroom, I feel that my students are reading texts that are not only interesting to them, but that they can be successful with. I am affirmed in my teaching strategy, which allows students to ‘shop’ for books that are at their just-right level that they would like to read. My classroom library has grown significantly during the past year, I feel that this is very important and I will continue to work on it as I progress in my teaching career. I noted that Stahl and McKenna compared teachers to “brokers” and use our students’ interests and appropriate reading abilities to help select books that would motivate our young readers (Stahl & McKenna, 2009, p. 209.) I assess students reading levels, using Fountas and Pinnell assessments as frequently as needed. Once students understand which level they are to be reading from, they are able to search for books in that book-bin that look interesting to them. 


I am confident that my students enjoy and prefer to read books that they select on their own, as opposed to whole-group texts. Choice is an important factor in motivation. “Another kind of choice that students can make is selecting their own texts for oral reading practice… students can be encouraged to think about choosing texts based on interest and level” (Turner & Paris, 1995, p. 665.) My teaching practice has been affirmed through this course and I better understand the reasoning behind this important component of my reading instruction. I have seen the proof in my classroom, and now I understand why this result occurs. 

Promoting Classroom Talk Across the School Day, Especially During Comprehension and Vocabulary Instruction


Even before taking this course, I was confident in one thing, Kindergartners love to talk! Providing students with many opportunities for productive, cooperative discussion is very important to any lesson at this level. I felt greatly successful with this idea when reading Richard Allington’s article, “What I’ve Learned about Effective Reading Instruction from a Decade of Studying Exemplary Elementary Classroom Teachers.” Could I really consider myself an exemplary elementary teacher? Yes, especially when it comes to Allington’s 6 T’s of literacy instruction and the idea of talk, “These exemplary teachers encouraged, modeled, and supported lots of talk” (Allington, 2002, p. 744.) As a component of our literacy program, we use Making Meaning, a text-based program that promotes much talk in the areas of new vocabulary and various comprehension strategies. Each week my students listen to a read-aloud fiction or non-fiction text. We analyze components of the text using a variety of comprehension strategies and we make connections to our lived experiences. I model appropriate talk between our partners and reiterate these lessons throughout the year. Students are expected to speak appropriately with their partner building these ideas and connections. We also have routines that allow for whole-group sharing of ideas after we have thought individually and spoken with our partners first. 


My students seem to really enjoy the Making Meaning portion of our day, a large part of this excitement I credit to the communication piece. Most students appear eager, engaged, and enjoy speaking their mind about questions I pose or coming up with the questions themselves! I also use the idea of collaborative talk during other parts of our day, especially during Writer’s Workshop. Generating ideas and working with another student allows for my young learners to help one another out and work on their own more successfully. They become a partnership of learners, rather than always relying on me. I felt proud of my instruction strategies across the school day when reading Harvey and Daniels thoughts in Chapter 1 of their text, “Kids can operate productively together in small peer-led teams, just like adults do every day in workplaces across the country” (Harvey & Daniels, 2009, p. 7.) I am providing my students with practice for the future! In school and the workplace we must work together and communicate effectively. I think back to our lessons on appropriate listening strategies when our partner is talking. Eye contact, body language, and proper responses are modeled and practiced at the age of five! With continued exposure throughout their educational journey, they will develop into wonderful speakers, listeners, and partners in the real world! 


Much like continuing education classes such as this course, talk is an important component as well. We are encouraged and held accountable for our associations with peers throughout the course. This will allow for additional learning and an expansion of our original thinking, the same goals I have for talk in my Kindergarten classroom. It is nice to see that even twenty years later, learning can be achieved through similar mediums. 
QUESTIONS:

Does My Reading Instruction Require a More Organized Method of Record Keeping?


As a component of Module 3, our ‘Talking Shop’ group spent a great deal of time analyzing our individual experiences with anecdotal record keeping. This discussion, as well as other reading opportunities such as Paul Boyd-Batstone’s article, “Focused Anecdotal Records Assessment: A Tool for Standards-based, Authentic Assessment,” really got me thinking about my anecdotal records and the weight they hold in my classroom. This past year, I have not used one specific method of organization for my anecdotal records across the curriculum. I have jotted down sticky-note observations that are not always very helpful later on when planning for future lessons.  During our discussion, three out of four members of our group (including myself) agreed that we could use some updating on our current system, one that is more organized and focused than in the past. I took many ideas to heart when reading Boyd-Batstone’s article, one that still sticks out to me is the idea that organized, direct anecdotal records will lead to great successes when communicating with parents later on, “Teacher-generated, anecdotal records provide an insider’s perspective of the child’s educational experience… this perspective is vital to communication with the child and the child’s family” (Boyd-Batstone, 2004, p. 231.) Looking back at our two conference and three report card periods, I feel that an systematic binder that is organized by student and content area would make these discussions and grading situations much easier and valid. 


I question my anecdotal record keeping strategies greatly when I think about the frequency and variation in my current practice. I find myself jotting down notes on the same students or at the same time of the day frequently. Even though there are 18 students in my classroom, I naturally get drawn to the off-task misbehaving students to note regarding behavior and the lower-achieving, struggling students to record regarding academic tasks. I really enjoyed reading about Boyd-Batstone’s suggestion of selecting students ahead of time by dividing the group up into four or five groups that will allow me to focus in on just that individual group and their strengths/weaknesses. Drawing attention to this smaller group will make observations easier and more fair; as the year progresses, I would be able to have equal numbers of notes on each child, not just the struggling students or off-task little ones!

How Can I Successfully Provide Kindergarten-Aged Students with Small-Group Tasks?


Through the modules of this course, especially the reading I have done on inquiry circles, I now understand the importance and vitality of small-group collaboration and team-work. My question at this point, is how do I get five and six year olds, who are really still learning appropriate school behaviors, to work cooperatively without me as a guide? I feel successful when I lead small-group discussions or activities such as math games, but am I able to give my students more freedom when it comes to working together and coming up with a choice of product (results?) We had a discussion during our ‘Talking Shop’ experience where we all voiced our concerns in this area. I am teaching the youngest of grades in our group and even other teachers in first and second grade classrooms were discussing difficulties- If they can’t figure it out, will I be able to with less experienced students? I feel much concern and disappointment with my teaching strategies in this area. 


My ‘Talking Shop’ classmates explained that they too were afraid of off-task behavior that would dominate groups and would ultimately lead to less productivity and poor results. As I read Harvey & Daniels’ ideas on the gradual release of responsibility, I wonder if this would be an effective way to go about releasing control of classroom projects and instruction a bit. It is my understanding of my students that each classroom is different and from year to year, some students might be more reliable and responsive to productive group work than others. I feel that I need more instruction with specifics that could be used at this level to allow for further choice as students work together to problem solve, and learn in small groups. 

How Can I Further Assess Kindergarten Comprehension? 


In the past two years of my teaching, I have done little to formally assess my students’ use of taught comprehension strategies outside of the questions at the end of their Fountas & Pinnell leveled reading assessments. My prior understanding was that comprehension strategies should be taught, but at the Kindergarten level it would be too difficult to assess their understandings because they are unable to write independently. I question this practice and wonder if there is something more that I could be doing to assess whether or not they are able to put into practice these important strategies. I have previously mentioned my question regarding anecdotal records and I have a feeling these two questions could be addressed simultaneously in many instances. Could I use anecdotal records that are organized by student and strategy to better assess student comprehension in a more detailed manner? I bet I could, I just need to try!


This question of my teaching and assessment was firmly put into place after reading chapter 7 of Stahl and McKenna’s, Assessment for Reading Instruction. I asked myself if I should be doing more after reading about asking questions, “The most traditional method of testing reading comprehension is by asking questions… Questions allow teachers to focus on particular facts, conclusions, and judgments” (Stahl & McKenna, 2009, p. 161.) I know that I pose questions to my young students, but how do I assess the validity of their responses? This is something I need to improve upon. Previously, I had just been recording students’ participation when questions or ideas were posed. Comprehension is so much more than that, although they are just young readers, it is important to gauge their learning and development, “Teachers should view all of their interactions with students as an opportunity for informal assessment” (Shanahan, Callison, Carriere, Duke, Pearson, Schatschneider & Torgesen, 2010, p. 7.) I have not used these informal interactions to assess my students’ understandings and this altered way of looking at comprehension assessment will be a goal of mine during the upcoming school year.
My Plan of Action
AFFIRMATIONS

The Use of Partner Reading as a Method of Cooperative Learning


Since the beginning of this course, a great deal has changed for me professionally. At the very end of the school year I was given notice that I will be moved from Kindergarten to fourth grade next year. This has changed my thinking a bit in terms of how I will go about reading instruction and assessment with my students in the future. However, my prior affirmations at the Kindergarten level can be easily adapted and used in my new teaching position. Thinking about my successes with partner reading as a method of cooperative learning, I plan on using partner reading of passages as a way of practicing fluency with my fourth graders. Looking at our Module readings from the course there were two ideas in the Worthy and Broaddus article, “Fluency beyond the primary grades: From group performance to silent, independent reading,” that I feel I can use in my new classroom. I liked their ideas of using Reader’s Theater to improve fluency; this idea was introduced on page 338. I was previously affirmed that partner reading at the kindergarten level works to improve fluency skills, so practicing performances during Reader’s Theater is a way I plan on using my past affirmation with older students. 


Another idea to add to my plan of action for the upcoming school year is the idea of buddy reading with younger students in our school. I would love to pair my older students with a younger learner to practice their fluent reading and help “tutor” the younger student too, “This practice encourages even the most reticent students to read out loud, because young students are usually nonthreatening” (Worthy, J. & Broaddus, K, 2002, p. 340.) I already know that reading to a buddy/partner can have great benefits, this idea was affirmed through this course, I just need to adjust my activities to appeal and be more appropriate for an older audience. 
Promoting Student Choice and Considering Ability Levels During Independent Reading


I learned through this course that student attitudes towards reading tend to worsen overtime, especially for poor readers (Stahl & McKenna, 2009, p. 205.) Looking to the future, this idea worries me as I move to a fourth grade classroom. I have been affirmed in my practice that student choice and using ability levels to guide reading choices are the appropriate method for reading instruction. I will absolutely be using this concept in my classroom next year. Additionally, I will be interested to speak with the two other fourth grade teachers and see how they are handling independent reading, do they provide a large library of choices for students based on independent reading levels? If not, I will encourage them to do so, while asking for their guidance in developing a library suitable for fourth graders. 


Next year, I plan on continuing my use of a Reader’s Workshop approach. During which, students are able to ‘shop’ for a book that seems interesting them to them and that they can read without much difficulty. I understand the importance of students reading at their own individualized level, as students grow, it is my impression that their reading levels will increase at various rates. I will have readers below, at, and above grade level. It will be my responsibility to make sure my students are reading books that they can be successful with. 
Promoting Classroom Talk Across the School Day, Especially During Comprehension and Vocabulary Instruction


Just as much as kindergartners like to talk, I’m hoping that fourth graders are as apt to talk productively throughout the day! My plan for further action next year revolves around setting appropriate classroom rules and modeling behaviors that are expected of them. It is my intention to use the fourth grade level of the Making Meaning program next year. The rationale behind this is the program’s overarching attention to specific comprehension strategies and vocabulary introduction and practice. I enjoyed reading much of what my classmates had to say about vocabulary instruction in their classroom, especially a fellow teacher named Emily who described her use of W.O.W. words each and every Wednesday. Placing such a strong focus on specific vocabulary words is the intention of the Making Meaning program as well. I really enjoyed her idea of a bulletin board highlighting these important words and a weekly competition, which requires students to judge one another’s usage of W.O.W. words in a sentence. Vocabulary instruction and discussion is very important at any level!

QUESTIONS:

Does My Reading Instruction Require a More Organized Method of Record Keeping?

Providing a plan of action for each of my questions, aligned with fourth graders in mind will be extremely helpful for my transition into the upcoming school year. In regards to anecdotal record keeping, I need to develop an organized, systematic approach to make my life easier and allow for further consideration of student strengths and weaknesses when designing lessons. I plan to create a binder that is devoted to anecdotal record keeping. This will keep all of my notes in one place as opposed to in a variety of sticky notes spread across my desk. I will be able to reference each student when planning further mini-lessons, write report cards, or communicate with his/her parents. 


I really enjoyed reading Boyd-Batstone’s approach using specific standards to assess individual students. Focusing on just one area of the curriculum will allow for me to accurately note areas of concern or strength. I plan to also address anecdotal records by focusing attention on specific students on a given day. I will divide the students into four groups- one group will be assessed on each day Monday through Thursday. I will use Friday to catch up, maintain/organize records, or follow-up with students who need additional attention. The rationale behind this approach is that it will be easy to maintain, keep me more organized and allow for all students to be addressed in my records, not just the ones who stand out easily in my group. Not only do I plan on using this approach during reading instruction, it is my hope that I am able to assess my students in this informal, organized way across the curriculum. I understand that my anecdotal record keeping is a weakness in my teaching strategy and must be addressed in the upcoming school year. 
How Can I Successfully Provide Kindergarten-Aged Students with Small-Group Tasks?

For this plan of action, my question will once again need to be considered in terms of a fourth grade classroom instead of a Kindergarten classroom. It is my hope that small-group tasks will be more manageable with students who have four additional years of schooling experience then kindergartners do. My main problem and concern this year was creating small-group tasks that they would be able to successfully complete without as much guidance and help from me. Going into my first year in the fourth grade, I am under the impression that this exact problem will not be as relevant in my classroom this year. I will have to plan and anticipate for a new concern, how will students be kept on task during small group work?


I think the key to keeping students on task is strong routines from the beginning. I was lucky enough to take a class in classroom management last summer and I hope to use many of the strategies discussed to keep my fourth graders on task even if I am not working with them right at the moment. Routines need to be established and maintained from the beginning of the school year. One way I plan on establishing routines is by breaking up portions of our day and generating a list of common agreements that we all have within that portion of our time together. For example, during the first weeks of school we will sit together and agree upon how our room should look and sound when we are working with partners or small groups. It is my hope that my students are able to agree upon standards for our partner and group work time periods that we can all strive to uphold and work towards. Focus areas during group work standards would include things like, how to act when a member of our group is speaking, how to respond to our classmates ideas (in a positive and supportive way,) how should our group members be seated and many more!


Another way I plan to keep my students on task is by providing choices in our small-group tasks. Since choice greatly affects student motivation, on-task behavior is promoted through choice of process and product, especially when it comes to small-group tasks. When students feel like they are a part of their learning, the have greater interest in it, “Choice of this sort has been shown to lead to greater student ownership and engagement with the work,” (Allington, R., 2002, p. 745.) Allowing students to use a variety of approaches during the learning process is also extremely important, “Provide varied, meaningful practice to ensure mastery and transfer of a skill,” (Blair, Rupley, Nichols, 2007, p. 435.) 


As long as I stick to my plan for small-group work, have students help me develop routines and make sure they understand expectations from day one, as well as providing my students with many choices for work that interests them in the learning process, I feel that I will be very successful in my goal for my new classroom this fall. 
How Can I Further Assess Kindergarten Comprehension? 


This last action plan will look quite different in my fourth grade classroom in the Fall. The difficulty I was having with comprehension assessment at the kindergarten level was the trouble with providing a variety of assessments as well as keeping the other students in my classroom occupied and engaged with meaningful tasks. If I was to be teaching Kindergarten again, I would look at using newer, more organized forms of anecdotal records to record specific standards and my students’ success or difficulties with each standard. This will allow me to focus on one specific skill at a time that I can use during future planning as well as report card grading. I would also continue to use Fountas and Pinnell comprehension questions to determine my students independent reading levels and levels of frustration. Lastly, my plan of action for Kindergarten would include comprehension assessments that could be completed using illustrations. Kindergartners do a lot of drawing throughout the day, not only is it a creative outlet, it also allows young children to develop necessary small motor muscles in their hands. An effective way of going about assessing comprehension would be to ask students to draw a picture as a prediction, summary, or answer to a posed questions. 

I feel that this question will not be as large of a problem looking towards fourth grade learners in the Fall. I plan to use a variety of the assessments described in the Stahl and McKenna text, from IRI forms of assessment to alternative comprehension assessments such as projects, written expressions, and verbal (more informal) forms of assessment. Fourth graders are a lot more independent when it comes to expressing themselves through writing. Unlike Kindergartners, they will be able to complete comprehension assessment asks on their own which will allow me to gauge each learner as an individual.

Overall, I feel that I have developed a great plan of action for my new fourth grade classroom, as well as addressed many of the questions I had when thinking of my current Kindergarten teaching practices. I am hoping to keep these goals in mind as I work on this new challenge ahead of me. 
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