Triple R Teaching

Hello, Anna Geiger here, and I'm excited to join you for Episode 60 of Triple R Teaching.
We are continuing our series in which | respond to articles on the Fountas & Pinnell
Literacy website. They have published a series called "Just to Clarify," in which they
react to criticism of their work.

Today, we're going to look at the blog series' question four, which is "How does guided
reading and the use of leveled texts advance the literacy learning of children, and what
role does guided reading play within a comprehensive literacy system?"

We're going to start by listening to Irene Fountas' response. We're going to listen to the
first portion of it in which she explains what guided reading is:

"Guided reading is small group instruction. Groups are formed with students who are
similar at a particular point in time in their reading development. The teacher selects a
short text that offers both support and challenge, an instructional level text for their
current processing abilities, thus setting the scene for expert differentiated teaching.
With explicit teaching, the teacher observes and interacts with students to support
more efficient processing. Lessons should take about 15 or 20 minutes per day,
perhaps a bit more as the texts get longer. The goal is for students to process one text
after another, each with increasing complexity."

She then goes on to explain that guided reading is just one part of the day. You also
should be teaching phonemic awareness and phonics and whole class lessons. You
should have interactive read-aloud and shared reading, and so on.

So | want to start by saying that | appreciate that here Irene Fountas lets us know that
guided reading is just one part of the reading block. However, | want to repeat what I've
said before that one problem with balanced literacy, certainly when | was teaching with
it, is there tends to be more of a focus on these activities, these structures of, for
example, shared reading, guided reading, and so on, rather than a focus on the skills
that should be taught within them.



Balanced literacy and guided reading can be haphazard.There may not be a scope and
sequence helping teachers understand what they want to teach their students
throughout the year. Instead they have a collection of books, and then they choose
lessons based on the book rather than starting with the scope and sequence. So that's
something to be aware of.

One of the major tenets of guided reading is that children are working with a text at
their instructional level. So you assess their level using the Fountas & Pinnell
Benchmark Assessment System or running records, and then in the group, you're
teaching them with something slightly higher than that called their instructional level.

There has been a lot of discussion and research around teaching kids at a certain level
versus giving them access to all different levels of books. | am not going to say that |
know a lot about that because | don't. | still need to read and study that a little bit
more. | know Timothy Shanahan has written a blog post about it. So I'm not going to
address that specifically, but | do want to talk about how Fountas and Pinnell determine
reading level.

They use the Fountas and Pinnell Text Level Gradient, which, of course, they created.
To determine what level students are at, A through Z, you're going to give them
running records or use the running records within their Benchmark Assessment System.

The problem with this, the BIG problem, is that for the youngest readers, the leveling
tests - the running records and the assessment system - are really just measuring how
good students are at three-cueing because they can't sound out most of the words in
those early books. They have to use pictures. They have to use context. They have to
use maybe the picture and the first letter.

As we've discussed, especially last week, that's not really reading! That's guessing.
Balanced literacy teachers do not want to hear that. Guessing is when you use lots of
information, but you don't know for sure if you're right, and that's exactly what this is. If
they can't ultimately check that they're right by matching the sounds to the letters,
they can't 100% know.

So we have to ask ourselves, "What do these levels really tell us? If a student is at level
C or D, what does that mean?"

It can't really tell us a whole lot. It doesn't tell us what phonics knowledge they have. It



doesn't tell us how strong they are in phonemic awareness. It can't tell us that because
it's impossible to know from a student's reading of one of those early texts. The texts
require them to use pictures and context, otherwise there's no way they could read
them.

So | have to question the validity of the leveling system, at least for those early levels.
I'm not yet ready to say that we should throw out the leveling system or idea for older
readers. Maybe I'll get there someday, but I'm not there right now. However, | do have
a real problem with it for our youngest readers.

This leads me to my next point. If we have to question the validity of these levels,
particularly for our youngest readers in K-2, then we have to question the formation of
these groups. Because if we can't really trust or get much value or information out of a
level D reading level, then why would we put students who are supposedly level D into
a group? They may need quite different instruction.

| believe the better option, particularly for kindergarten and first grade, is to give a
strong phonics assessment and then teach phonemic awareness and phonics within
those small groups, maybe for about 15 minutes a day.

| know that Fountas and Pinnell will not tell you that phonics is not important. They will
tell you it matters. It's important. They have material for teaching phonics. But | have
next to me their book about guided reading, their second edition published in 2017, and
this is a fat book. We're talking around 600 pages! Would you like to guess at how
many pages in this 600-page book address phonics? It's less than five.

Now to be fair, they have other books about phonics. But if you understand the Simple
View of Reading and you know that reading comprehension occurs as a result of
decoding and language comprehension, you know that we have to give more than five
pages of attention to phonics!

In these early guided reading groups, children should be using phonics to solve words
because without phonics, there is no decoding.

I'm not ready to say that we should throw guided reading away forever for all grades,
but | do question its value with our youngest readers, who really need to work on their
foundational skills.



A quick recap of my reaction to Fountas and Pinnell's mini blog post about guided
reading. Guided reading lessons are often haphazard, and they don't typically follow a
scope and sequence. Another problem is that the levels are not very informative,
particularly for our youngest readers. What we really need is to know what phonics
knowledge they have. And giving them this A, B, C, D, E, F, G level is really just telling
us how good they are at three-cueing because with those early books, they can't sound
out most of the words. They don't have the phonics knowledge yet.

Instead, | think time would be better spent, in kindergarten and first grade for sure,
giving a strong phonics assessment and grouping students by phonics need and
teaching that in the small groups.

Those are some quick thoughts for you on what | think about Fountas and Pinnell's
approach to guided reading in the primary grades. Thanks for listening. You can find the
show notes at themeasuredmom.com/episode60.



