














This month’s Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy contains some qualitative research on discussions within a classroom, specifically discussions around literature. The research largely re-affirms what we already know about discussions, namely that they are a very effective way to get groups to thinkcritically, to take ownership of the content, and to activate student interest. 





Some of us are especially good at facilitating discussions.  Undoubtedly, though, it takes time and practice.  For those of us who struggle with handing over control of the class to the students, there is a method to the madness.





Here are a few tips offered by the research:  


Allow students to generate the discussion topics when possible.  While you can set the main idea, students can generally develop good questions.


Approach discussions with an open mind. Discussions should be messy at times. If students get the idea that you are waiting for specific answers, few will participate.


Allow for divergent thinking. The  way a teacher handles inaccuracies could be the difference between shutting down students for the rest of the term and encouraging them to take a closer look at their observations.














Recently, I was asked to provide some information for reading scores of students in a class.  Because we have a built in “readability” assessment in our building that allows us to compare student reading levels to textbooks and readings, this was a fairly easy thing to do.  Whenever I do this, I learn something new.


In the most recent example, we discovered that the readings in the class had a DRP reading of 69 and that the average student reading level was 68, which tells us that on average, the readings are perfect for the class.  However, we made another discovery when we looked a little closer.  We saw that since a good number of the student averages were quite high, they offset a good number of  the lower scores.  As it turns out, over a third of the class was at a reading level at least one year below the actual book.


In this case, there were a number of resources to aid students with lower reading levels, which is great.  Still, the teachers were surprised at the number of students who struggle with reading in their classes.  


The lesson is this:  it is worth knowing the reading levels of your students.  It is such an easy process.  All you do is send me a class list and within a day, I can find the reading levels of your students.   Simply knowing the levels of your students may alter the way that you approach your lesson plans.      
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News





Faculty Book Pictures—We had about 50 staff members take their pictures posing with their favorite reading material.  We can still take your picture if you missed it.  





Book Club--  The Student-run Book Club at AVHS has chosen The Kite Runner this month  Join us, Thursday, May 12th Room 111.  





Avreading.org— Visit the website and join the discussion 








I know that one of my shortcomings as a teacher is “closing” a lesson.  I spend a good deal of time “setting-up” activities and even maintaining them, but I must admit that I lose steam down the home stretch, and more often than not I send students out the door without “closure.”  Exit slips are a quick and easy way to accomplish this.   Here is how they work.


After a lesson or activity, I give students a half sheet of paper and ask them to put their name on it.  Then I give them a prompt.  “Explain the concept of bias.”  “What did you learn today about finding the main idea in a paragraph?”  


Keep the prompts simple, and as open ended as possible.  If you are brave enough, you could even simply ask, “What was it you learned today?”  If the questions are too narrow, students feel really confined with what they are to write and may not be able to show you what they had really learned.  


Generally, it should take 3-5 minutes, and students must give you the half sheet as they exit the classroom.  


The writings do not need to be graded, though if students refuse to do them, I throw in 5 points to everyone who tried.   I will give them a cursory read and toss them.  I look for indicators that they may have learned something.  Then I take a moment or two to evaluate the lesson for the day and decide if something needs to be followed-up. 











Exit Slips:  An Easy Way to Assess a Lesson





A Practical Example of How to Use Think Alouds








We’re on the Web!


See us at:


www.avreading.org





14450 Hayes Road





Phone:


(651)681-6969#3409





E-Mail:


scott.voss@district196.org





Apple Valley High School














 Research continues to show that Think Aloud Activities are a very effective way to improve comprehension and critical evaluation.  Think Alouds encompass a broad range of activities, but this month, I would like to write about how to do a Think Aloud for your students.


Modeling the thinking process for students allows them to see and internalize these processes.  Think Alouds can be done by teachers across the curriculum and they do not require a lot of training.  Transcribed below is the text of what it would look like in a classroom.  


Teacher:  Okay class, we have been talking lately about ways to strengthen your reading skills.  Today, we are going to be reading a chapter from Season of Life.  But before I have you read the chapter on your own, I want to show you a few things you can do to get more out of the text.  I am about to do a Think Aloud which is a way of showing you the types of things you should be thinking before and during your reading of a text.  So let’s begin by examining the text for a bit. 


If I were assigned this text, I would begin by mentally asking myself, “Why am I supposed to read this?  What is my purpose?”  In this case I see that the purpose is written at the top of the page, “Finding Theme in Texts.”  So I know that the text I am reading is going to have some sort of message or theme that I must find.  Next, I look for some cues that will help me to get ready for the story.  I see the title is Season of Life and I can tell from the picture that the subject is going to be about football, so I’m sure that we are talking about a “football season.”   Before beginning, I might reflect a bit about high school football, the coaches, the season, the players, and the big games.  


The one last thing I do before I read is make a prediction as to how long it will take me to read the passage.  To do that, I need to scan the chapter, or briefly page through it, to get a feel for the text.  In this case, as I page through it, I notice that it is written in paragraph form, it doesn’t have subtitles or pictures or charts, so it looks like it is organized like a story.  With this in mind, I would anticipate that I could read these 5 pages in about 10-15 minutes.


After all that, I am now ready to read.  Taking the time to think through the reading like this may seem like it would add time to the assignment, but if you do it right, you will understand the text better, read the text faster, and remember the information longer.  


For the remainder of our time, I want you to read the chapter on your own.  





“Between Mr. Muhammad’s teachings and my reading of books, months passed without my even thinking about being imprisoned.  In fact, up to then, I never had been so free in my life. “


--Malcolm X
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