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Introduction: The Art of Teaching

When I first started [the school year], I didn’t know much about reading. Days and days 
and days I’ve been learning to be a strong reader. And now there is so much I can read.  
I am a thinking reader!

—Mathew,1 age eight, at end of third grade

At the beginning of third grade, Mathew was reading more than a year below grade 
level and he did not like to read. By the end of the year, Mathew was not only read-
ing at grade level, but he was also reading all of the books in Jeff Kinney’s Diary of 
a Wimpy Kid series—for fun.

Mathew’s teachers made this change possible. Mathew had a strong class-
room teacher and strong supplemental small-group instruction from a reading 
interventionist. Both teachers had the support of a strong literacy coach. Mathew’s 
three teachers, like all artful teachers, knew how to support and accelerate his 
progress as a reader. They had a broad and deep knowledge base—one founded on 
professional experience, deep reading, reflection, and conversations with others. 
They knew how children learn language, learn about language, and learn through 
language (Halliday, 1969, 1973, 1975, 1980); how to create learning communi-
ties (Peterson & Eads, 1990); and how to establish conditions for learning (Cam-
bourne, 1987, 1995). 

Mathew’s teachers got to know their students and used this knowledge to 
inform instruction. To do this, they gathered data on a daily basis (including ob-
servations, interviews, and oral reading analyses) and systematically reflected on it 
(Whitin, Mills, & O’Keefe, 1991; Stephens, 1990; Stephens et al., 1996; Stephens 
& Story, 2000). Mathew’s classroom teacher analyzed her data to determine the 
instructional focus for the whole class as well as for small groups and for individual 
students. For example, she learned that as a group, when her students came to an 
unknown word, they tended to substitute one that was visually similar even if it did 
not make sense in the passage, and so she taught whole-group lessons on the im-
portance of predicting based on meaning and cross-checking using visual informa-
tion. Similarly, she identified a subgroup of students who tended to skip words they 
did not know and keep on reading even though the text did not make sense. She 
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x Introduction

placed these and other students in flexible small groups based on their instructional 
needs. She also noticed unique needs (e.g., the one student who loudly declared 
that he hated to read) and arranged her day so that she could spend one-on-one 
time with those students to better understand their needs and support them as 
readers. 

Meanwhile, the interventionist used her data about Mathew and other 
students from his and other classrooms—all of whom were reading below grade 
level—to form small, pull-out groups based on instructional need. She then pro-
vided instruction customized to those needs. For example, the 9:00 group focused 
on making sense of reading (instead of sounding out every letter); the 9:30 group 
focused on problem-solving unfamiliar words; and the 10:00 group focused on 
understanding the text demands of various content area texts. Simultaneously, 
the literacy coach observed Mathew and other children in both the classroom and 
intervention settings and shared her observations with their teachers to ensure that 
instructional focus was consistent. 

Mathew succeeded because all of his teachers—from the classroom teacher to 
the reading interventionist to the literacy coach—were committed to his success. 
Each saw herself as responsible for his progress as well as for that of every child in 
her care. Teachers who take such a stance continually strive to expand their knowl-
edge base and to improve their ability to gather, make sense of, and use assessment 
data to inform instruction.

Responsibility versus Accountability

Teachers like Mathew’s, who assume responsibility for every child as a reader, 
positively impact students’ academic and life trajectories. When this happened in a 
local school district that I work closely with, elementary school children who began 
the year reading below grade level and had the support of a classroom teacher, a 
reading interventionist, and a literacy coach made two months of growth for every 
month they spent with the reading interventionist (see Table 1). Not all students 
are as fortunate. Consider the trajectory of most children who come to school and 
are soon identified as being “below grade level” in reading. Check in five years 
later and many of those children are still considered to be reading below grade 
level. This happens, in part, because most classroom teachers are not asked to take 
responsibility for these children. Instead, following federal guidelines, teachers 
refer them for testing; once tested—assuming at least an average IQ—the children 
are labeled as “learning disabled” (Ysseldyke, Thurlow, Mecklenburg, & Graden, 
1984) and subsequently receive reading instruction from a special education 
teacher who, in most states, is not required to have advanced course work in read-
ing. Under these conditions, it is no wonder that children make little progress as 
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xiThe Art of Teaching

readers (Blachman, Schatschneider, Fletcher, & Clonan, 2003; Denton, Vaughn, & 
Fletcher, 2003; Hanushek, Kain, & Rivkin, 2002; Torgesen, Rashotte, Alexander, 
Alexander, & MacPhee, 2003).

In the late 1980s, when the now familiar standards movement was in its in-
fancy, Dick Bodine, then an elementary school principal in a small town in Illinois, 
commented that he thought that accountability forced the gaze of educators out-
ward, whereas responsibility focused the gaze inward (D. Bodine, personal commu-
nication, 1989). He thought that the new-at-the-time emphasis on accountability 
caused teachers to focus on what their principal wanted; principals, on what their 
superintendents wanted; and superintendents, on what their school board and oth-
er politicians wanted. In contrast, he argued that responsibility meant that teachers 
were focused on students, principals on students and teachers, and superintendents 
on students, teachers, and principals.

I have told dozens of people about the point Dick was making; I think it 
is even more important now than it was twenty years ago. Today, policymakers 
and stakeholders seem wedded to an accountability that overshadows responsibil-
ity. Consider, for example, local, state, and federal efforts to tie teacher pay to 
test scores of groups of children—as if it were not the daily responsibility for the 
growth of every child that matters but rather the accountability for the average 
score of subgroups of children on a standardized test given at the end of the year. 
This kind of misguided thinking leads to child-harming practices such as curricular 
narrowing (matching the content of instruction to only what is assessed); retaining 
students at one or more grade levels; and encouraging children to perform well 
on end-of-year testing while barely mentioning beginning-of-year tests—a move 
designed to deflate scores at the beginning of the year and inflate them at the end. 

Table 1. Months of Growth per Month of Supplemental Support as Measured by Oral 
Reading Passages from Dominie Reading and Writing Assessment Portfolio2

Year Total number of students Months of growth per month of support

2007–2008 244 1.9

2008–2009 243 2.7

2009–2010 241 2.4

2010–2011 206 2.4

Note: The total number of students decreased because two schools decided to use computer pro-
grams instead of reading interventionists, and a third school chose to have the interventionist work 
alongside teachers in the classroom instead of providing supplemental instruction.
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xii Introduction

The Politics of Choosing Responsibility

In 2004, as part of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), the 
federal government created a general education initiative known as Response to In-
tervention (RTI). RTI is a research-based alternative to the labeling of struggling 
readers as learning disabled. As part of RTI, districts can use up to 15 percent of 
their special education monies to ensure that all children receive the best possible 
reading instruction. This is a radical change in federal policy. Since the creation 
of the “learning disabled” label in 1963, large numbers of struggling readers have 
been placed in special education. The proportion of students receiving special 
education services for learning disabilities ranges from 10 to 20 percent and can be 
as high as 30 percent (Vellutino, Scanlon, & Tanzman, 1998). Nearly all of these 
students struggle as readers. In fact, Kavale and Reese (1991) estimate that 90 
percent of the students identified as learning disabled before fifth grade read below 
grade level, while Nelson and Machek (2007) found that 79 percent of the students 
did so. Batsche, Curtis, Dorman, Castillo, and Porter (2007) determined that, in 
Florida, the figure was 95 percent. 

However, research conducted over the last fifteen years shows that the 
number of students who struggle with reading and who truly have specific learn-
ing disabilities is relatively small. For example, Vellutino et al.’s early research into 
this topic (1998) suggested that perhaps only 1.5 to 3.0 percent of all struggling 
readers actually have learning disabilities. The authors argue that, instead of hav-
ing learning disabilities, children struggle due to “inadequate pre-literacy experi-
ence, inadequate instruction or some combination of both” (p. 369). Since then, 
this theory has been supported by a number of studies demonstrating that, when 
provided with appropriate intervention by qualified personnel, most students make 
considerable progress as readers (McGill-Franzen, Allington, Yokoi, & Brooks, 
1999; Scanlon, Vellutino, Small, Fanuele, & Sweeney, 2005; Torgesen, Alexander, 
Wagner, Rashotte, Voeller, & Conway, 2001; Vellutino et al., 1998).

By allotting monies to improve reading instruction, RTI has the potential to 
help the field shift from a focus on accountability to those outside the classroom 
to responsibility for the children in our classrooms. The initiative provides an 
opportunity for schools to determine how well students respond to appropriate 
instruction before they are referred for testing and subsequently labeled as in need 
of special education services. Under RTI, it becomes the responsibility of class-
room teachers, not special education teachers, to “identify students’ needs and help 
students succeed” (Wixson, Lipson, & Johnston, 2010, p. 6). Teachers who have 
an advanced understanding of the reading process are then able to provide supple-
mental instruction as needed. This supplemental instruction is often referred to as 
“Tier 2”; classroom instruction is considered “Tier 1.”
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Determining how to implement RTI so that all children receive the best 
possible instruction has led to difficult conversations in school districts across the 
country. School psychologists have traditionally used a discrepancy formula to 
determine whether a child should be labeled learning disabled. According to this 
formula, if the child has an average IQ score but reads below grade level, she or he 
is considered learning disabled. RTI challenges that assumption and, in so doing, 
creates tensions among school- and district-level stakeholders. Although the law 
calls on all classroom teachers to take responsibility for the reading progress of all 
of their students, many special education teachers and the psychologists who test 
and label children have long felt that the children who struggle are solely their 
responsibility. 

Fortunately, Mathew’s teachers are part of a strong literacy community with-
in their district. There are coaches and interventionists at each of their elementary 
schools and strong support for literacy from the central office. Still, they—and 
many other teachers—are occasionally involved in politically loaded discussions 
with special education teachers and psychologists about what constitutes effective 
assessment, who should be responsible for it, and how assessment data can be used 
to inform instruction. The teachers’ opinions—that, as responsible educators, they 
should continually assess their students, as well as their own teaching; that effective 
assessment is instructionally relevant; that it provides information that allows them 
to customize instruction for their whole class as well as for small groups and indi-
vidual children—are not always shared by the special education teachers, school 
psychologists, and central office administrators. 

To support their opinions, Mathew’s teachers, like other teachers across the 
country, rely heavily on their own research, published research, and documents 
from their professional organizations. One particularly helpful source is Standards 
for the Assessment of Reading and Writing (SARW) (IRA–NCTE Joint Task Force 
on Assessment, 2010). Teachers who choose to take responsibility for their stu-
dents can rely on the standards themselves and on the narratives contained in the 
introduction and following each standard. The introduction, for example, de-
fines assessment as “the exploration of how the educational environment and the 
participants in the educational community support the process of students as they 
learn to become independent and collaborative thinkers and problem solvers” (p. 
2). Statements like these help teachers frame conversations about the definition of 
assessment in their districts and lead them away from debates about particular tests 
toward a discussion of what data are necessary to ensure success for all students. 

Teachers who choose responsibility know they have the backing of the 
International Reading Association (IRA) and the National Council of Teachers of 
English (NCTE) when they read in the SARW that the most useful assessments 
are “the formative assessments that occur in the daily activities of the classroom” 
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(p. 13) and that “teachers are the primary agents, not passive consumers, of assess-
ment information. It is their ongoing, formative assessments that primarily influ-
ence students’ learning” (p. 13). The SARW further reinforce the teachers’ stance 
by stating that the field needs to “rely less on one-shot assessment practices and 
place more value on assessments of ongoing classroom performance” (p. 19).

When teachers are faced with arguments about the reliability or validity 
of teacher assessment versus standardized measures, they can again rely on the 
SARW. On reliability:

[W]hen a teacher observes and documents a student’s oral reading behaviors and uses 
that information to inform instruction, the data might not be as reliable, in a technical 
sense, as a norm-referenced test. However, in the context of a teacher’s professional 
knowledge, they are more likely to have productive consequences. Often assessments 
are chosen for technical measurement properties rather than for the likelihood of 
productive consequences. . . . (p. 24)

On validity:

[I]f any individual student’s interests are not served by an assessment practice, regard-
less of whether it is intended for administration or decision making by an individual or 
by a group (as is the case with tests used to apply accountability pressure on teachers), 
then that practice is not valid for that student. (p. 12)

Finally, to support their argument that assessment should be instructionally rel-
evant, teachers have ample support from the SARW:

In the United States it is common to use testing for accountability, but the ultimate 
goal remains the improvement of teaching and learning. . . . 
 If an educational assessment practice is to be considered valid, it must inform 
instruction and lead to improved teaching and learning. . . . 
 The central function of assessment, therefore, is not to prove whether teaching 
or learning has taken place, but to improve the quality of teaching and learning and 
thereby increase the likelihood that all members of the society will achieve a full and 
critical literacy. . . . (pp. 15–16) 

The introduction to the SARW and the short version of the standards themselves 
are reprinted on pages xvii–xxv of this book. Page numbers in cross-references, 
however, map to the published document, which is available online as a free down-
load at https://secure.ncte.org/store/assessment-standards-revised.

Case Studies and Classroom Portraits by Teachers Who Chose  
Responsibility

It is not enough, of course, for teachers who choose responsibility merely to con-
duct and read research and to rely on documents like the SARW to help them put 

Introduction
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into practice meaningful assessment measures. They must also get to know their 
students. Such teachers take the time to really see each of the children in their class-
room and to know each one deeply as a small and wonderful being. They come 
to know their students via assessment and then use their knowledge to customize 
instruction to help every child grow as a reader, writer, and learner—every day, 
every year. They are teachers who have found an artful way to marry assessment 
and instruction.

Artful teachers all across the country are making a difference. Twelve of them 
are featured here. Chapter 1 focuses on four reading interventionists who provide 
supplemental (Tier 2) instruction; they have written case studies about the first- 
through fifth-grade students with whom they work. Chapter 2 features eight Tier 1 
classroom teachers who have collaborated with university faculty to write portraits 
of their preschool through fifth-grade classrooms. Reading across narratives, it is 
clear that all of these teachers have taken responsibility for the literacy progress of 
their students. In doing so, they live the assessment standards established by IRA 
and NCTE (2010).

The case studies presented here are all written by teachers from one school 
district. In many ways, they represent an ideal. When their district asked them 
to become reading interventionists, it simultaneously offered them three years of 
onsite graduate course work designed to help them excel at providing supplemental 
instruction. The district also arranged for them to be visited once a month by an 
individual from the district or the university who had reading expertise and who 
served as their coach. For three years, ten reading interventionists worked closely 
together to build their knowledge base. They read the literature, collected data 
on their students, and reflected deeply about the reading process and their role as 
reading interventionists. They explicitly named the beliefs they held about reading 
and used those beliefs to guide both assessment and instruction. The intervention-
ists and their students also had what most teachers consider a luxury—small-group 
instruction, every day, for thirty to forty minutes, for as many weeks or months as 
was needed to help the students experience and be able to maintain success as read-
ers. 

The supplemental instruction they provided was and is needed because, 
while the research shows that most students can make about a year’s progress for 
every year they are in school, it also suggests that approximately 17–18 percent of 
students need more support than can be provided by the classroom teacher (Vel-
lutino et al., 1998). Under RTI, most often this support is provided to small groups 
of students in a setting outside of the classroom. 

In Chapter 1, the case studies of the interventionists reveal the complexi-
ties and challenges of the children who, in the past, might have been considered 
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learning disabled and sent to special education. These case studies are presented 
first because they provide a close look at the progress of children who struggle the 
most; they also make clear that reading interventionists do not have some “magic 
box” of special tricks—they simply supplement classroom instruction. The chil-
dren’s literacy futures are determined by the quality of the time they spend with 
their classroom teacher and with a reading interventionist. By taking a close look at 
each of the four children foregrounded in the case studies, classroom teachers who 
are reading this book will be able to make connections and see with new eyes the 
children in their own classrooms whom they worry about most. 

In the classroom portraits in Chapter 2, classroom teachers and the university 
professors with whom they collaborated make explicit how classroom teachers have 
managed to do the same kind of “looking closely and listening carefully” (Mills, 
O’Keefe, & Jennings, 2004) as the interventionists were able to do in the case stud-
ies. They discuss their assessment tools, including talking, watching, and record-
ing, and describe how they make sense of the data they collect and use it to inform 
instruction. 

Following each of the case studies and classroom portraits is a list of the as-
sessment tools and instructional moves used by that teacher. It is the deep hope of 
all of us as authors that these case studies and classroom portraits prove useful to 
other teachers who choose to take responsibility for the progress of every child in 
their classrooms.

Notes

1. Except for Louise Ward in Portrait 3, all teachers’ names are authentic. Except for 
Cameron in Portrait 5, all student names are pseudonyms. 

2. The Dominie Reading and Writing Assessment Portfolio (DeFord, 2004) is a multi-
faceted reading, writing, and spelling assessment system.  It allows the teacher to gather 
information on phonemic awareness, phonics (onset and rimes), letter knowledge, core 
reading and writing words, phoneme representation and spelling, story writing/composition, 
concepts about print and sources of information (narrative and informational texts), and oral 
and silent reading (accuracy, fluency, pace, self-correction, and comprehension). The oral 
and silent reading assessment consists of a series of paperback booklets, ranging from ten to 
twenty-three pages, and leveled from kindergarten through eighth-grade reading levels. The 
booklets are both fiction and nonfiction, and the topics, text characteristics, and genres are 
tied to grade-level expectations.

Introduction
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2 Chapter One

We have come to believe that children need to have in place a three-part theory of 
themselves as readers: they need to understand that reading is a meaning-making 
process (WM 1), believe in their ability to make sense of print (WM 2), and find 
pleasure in reading (WM 3). When all three are in place, the child has what we 
consider a generative theory of reading. Children who have such a theory almost 
always spontaneously self-monitor—they stop when the text does not make sense 
(WM 4). When that happens, children need a repertoire of skills and strategies to 
problem-solve flexibly, independently, and with increasingly complex text (WM 
5–8).

We were able to construct the “What Matters” list because we read the 
professional literature carefully and deeply and paid close attention to the readers 
with whom we worked. We noticed what they were doing, considered multiple 
possibilities, developed hypotheses, tested out those hypotheses, and made more 
observations. We continued this cycle until we had a theory about each child as 
a reader and then used it to plan instruction. This reflective framework is called 
the hypothesis–test process (Omalza, Aihara, & Stephens, 1997; Stephens, 1990; 
Stephens et al., 1996; Stephens & Story, 2000).

We also developed and tested a theory about how to best support the needs 
we identified. We concluded that our first responsibility was to help each child 
develop a generative theory of learning. We realized that if a child did not yet un-
derstand that reading was a meaning-making process (WM 1), we needed to help 
the child develop that understanding before she or he could progress as a reader. 
Similarly, if a child understood meaning-making but did not believe in his or her 
ability to make sense of text (WM 2), then we had to help the child shift that belief. 
If the first two aspects of the child’s theory were in place, we needed to determine 
whether the child found reading pleasurable enough to choose to read (WM 3). 

We believe that it matters that students: 

1. Understand that reading is meaningful 

2. Believe in their ability to make sense of texts

3. Consider reading a pleasurable event

4. Spontaneously self-monitor

5. Have knowledge, skills, and strategies to problem-solve to ensure meaning

6. Use this information flexibly

7. Use this information independently

8. Use this information with increasingly sophisticated texts

Figure 1. A theory of what matters for readers.
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If the child held all three beliefs, the child held a generative theory of reading and 
almost always self-monitored (WM 4). As appropriate, we could then begin to 
help the child develop and/or expand the skills and strategies she or he needed to 
problem-solve text (WM 5–8). This insight feels like common sense to us now, but 
in the beginning, we too often tried to teach problem-solving skills and strategies 
(e.g., “read ahead and come back to that part”; WM 5) to children who had not yet 
developed generative theories (WM 1–3) and were not self-monitoring (WM 4). 
We were trying to teach skills and strategies that children could not yet use.

As part of getting to know a child as a reader, we tried to find the conditions 
under which the child could be successful. For example, perhaps we noticed that 
when a particular child read a text in which she or he knew 92 percent of the words 
and came to a word she or he did not know, the child substituted a visually similar 
nonsense word and kept reading. If, in response, we varied genre and text demands 
and/or topics, we might find that the same child, when reading a predictable text 
written two years below grade level, accurately figured out unknown words or 
substituted a word that made sense. If we switched one or more of those factors, we 
found that the child abandoned meaning and reverted to skipping words. Once we 
understood the conditions under which the child problem-solved words and main-
tained meaning, we knew where to begin instruction. Sometimes, of course, there 
were no conditions under which this occurred spontaneously; when this happened, 
we had to create those conditions. 

To help a child develop a theory of reading as meaning-making (WM 1), 
for example, those conditions could include reading to or with the child, having 
authentic conversations with him or her about a book, providing opportunities for 
the child to have meaningful conversations about a book with others, and/or mak-
ing sure the child has extensive blocks of time during the day to read appropriate 
books of choice. Having the child spend an extended amount of time experiencing 
reading as meaningful increases the odds that she or he will come to understand 
and hold onto the meaningfulness of text when it becomes more complex. 

For a long time, we thought of “appropriate” texts as “just right” texts. Over 
time, however, we started referring to appropriate books as “fun and easy.” We 
made this shift because when children talked about just right books, they seemed to 
associate them with the “work” of reading. We wanted reading not to be thought 
of as work but as something one did for pleasure. Referring to books as fun and 
easy helped us to help the children view books differently. To determine the “fun” 
part, we looked for signs in the child of interest and engagement. To determine the 
“easy” part, we looked for books in which children would know 98–99 percent of 
the words. When the books met these criteria, we increased the odds that we could 
simultaneously help the child focus on meaning (WM 1), build self-confidence 
(WM 2), and find reading pleasurable (WM 3).
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This does not mean that we ignored skills and strategies (WM 5–8). To the 
contrary, we helped children learn about them. However, we did not do this so the 
child could master a particular skill or strategy, but so the mastery of those skills 
or strategies would enable the child to develop one or more aspects of his or her 
personal theory—that reading is a meaning-making process (WM 1), that he or 
she can make sense of text (WM 2), and that reading is pleasurable (WM 3). For 
example, in the first case study presented here, Kathy Vickio helps David develop 
his sight vocabulary and word attack skills, not as an end in itself but to help him 
build his confidence as a reader—to help reading feel “easy” to him. We have had 
considerable success with this approach, as we explained in Table 1. On aver-
age, children seen by the reading interventionists made two months of text-level 
growth, as assessed by the Dominie (DeFord, 2004), for every month of support 
they received. 

Most of the children who have received intervention services in this district 
either did not yet approach reading as a meaning-making process or did not believe 
in their ability to make sense of text (see Table 2 for 2009–2010 and 2010–2011 
patterns). In the case studies that follow, interventionists focus on children with 
these two most dominant needs. Kathy Vickio tells the story of David, a repeating 
first grader who did not believe in his ability to make sense of text. In the sec-
ond case, Lee Riser explains the progress of Rosalee, a third grader whose family 
spoke Spanish at home and who focused more on getting words “right” than on 
the meaning of the text. Next, Anne Downs details her experiences with Joseph, 
a fourth grader who had made little progress in the past and considered reading a 
meaningless chore he had to endure. And finally, Beth Sawyer focuses on Faith, a 
fifth grader who, like first grader David, did not believe in her ability to make sense 
of text. Across all four case studies, the “What Matters” framework informs both 
assessment and instruction. 
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Table 2. Instructional Needs of Children Seen in Intervention, 2009–2010 and 2010–2011

Instructional needs of children seen in intervention 

A. Year: 2009–2010 / Total number of students: 241

       Percentage of K–5 students 
  Instructional focus           seen in intervention 
                  with that need

1 Understands reading is a meaning-making process 41%
2 Believes in ability to make sense of print 20%
3 Finds reading pleasurable 12%
4 Spontaneously self-monitors 15%
5 Has a variety of skills and strategies for problem-solving 4%
6 Uses those skills and strategies flexibly 3%
7 Uses those skills and strategies independently 3%
8 Uses those skills and strategies across increasingly complex text 3%

B. Year: 2010–2011 / Total number of students: 206

       Percentage of K–5 students 
  Instructional focus           seen in intervention 
                  with that need

1 Understands reading is a meaning-making process 28%
2 Believes in ability to make sense of print 14%
3 Finds reading pleasurable 14%
4 Spontaneously self-monitors 20%
5 Has a variety of skills and strategies for problem-solving 13%
6 Uses those skills and strategies flexibly 7%
7 Uses those skills and strategies independently 3%
8 Uses those skills and strategies across increasingly complex text 1%
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Case Study 1: David, Repeating First Grader

Reading Interventionist Kathy Vickio

  Instructional Focus: Does not yet believe in ability to make sense of text (WM 2)

David was a European American repeating first grader who was new to the school. 
In the one-on-one intervention setting, he was a delightful, pleasant child. In the 
classroom, he was often argumentative; he always wanted everything he did to be 
“right.” 

 On the first-grade Dominie (DeFord, 2004) “Core Reading Words” list, 
David knew one word. His text level was a 1B, which equates to the middle of 
kindergarten. When he “read” a book, he virtually ignored the print and told a 
story using pictures. He was reluctant to look at the words on the page. When 
asked to do so, he became nervous and most often refused. When he did attempt 
to read a word, he silently moved his lips, trying to sound it out, but often he was 
not successful and easily became frustrated. When I asked him why he did not want 
to try a word he had whispered (and which was correct), he looked at me and said, 
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“I don’t think it is right.” I felt that David was often unwilling to use the skills and 
strategies he did possess because to do so would be to risk being “wrong.” 

I hypothesized that David had given up on himself and that he did not feel he 
could be successful as a reader. He preferred telling stories using pictures because 
he was good at it and it was safer. I realized that this meant I would need to be 
extremely careful with the books that David read. They needed to have highly pre-
dictable stories and vocabulary. In addition, the language I used with David during 
instruction would have to be thoughtful, positive, and supportive. If he felt he was 
struggling with a piece of text, he would react negatively.

I began using texts with David that I knew would be easy for him and that 
contained words I knew he could get “right.” I encouraged him to talk a lot about 
the story before he began to read and told him explicitly about some of the words 
he could expect to see in the book. So that David could feel successful as a reader, 
he and I read a lot of easy books when he was with me; his classroom teacher also 
greatly increased David’s time with easier books. 

Slowly, David began to take more risks as a reader. Even so, when I used the 
Dominie (DeFord, 2004) leveled texts to document his progress, if he struggled 
with a single word, he immediately became frustrated and shut down. When I 
asked David how he felt when I used the Dominie texts, he first stated that they 
did not bother him. However, when I started reading the book introduction from 
inside the front cover (e.g., “This is a story about Tom and his dad. . . .”), he im-
mediately exclaimed, “That’s it. When you talk like that it makes me nervous.” I 
realized that I needed to modify my language during assessments so that David 
would feel more confident. From that point on, whenever it was time to docu-
ment his growth using a Dominie text, I reviewed the book introductions before 
David entered the room. Then I simply talked to him about the book. This seemed 
to help David relax and to use with the Dominie texts the skills and strategies he 
already possessed and was learning from his teachers. 

I also began asking David to write high-frequency words so that he would 
feel more confident with them. Each day I wrote a few sight words on a dry erase 
board and David would try to find them in books he had read. I also had him 
“make and break” other words from his books using magnetic letters. These tasks 
were easy for David. He loved doing them and they became his favorite activity 
when he came for reading. Although he did not immediately transfer his increased 
sight vocabulary to his reading, this word work helped increase his confidence—it 
helped him develop a generative theory. 

By March, when I analyzed his miscues, David was using both visual and 
meaning cues when he read. At the end of May (the ninth month of first grade), 
David successfully managed a Level 7 Dominie (DeFord, 2004), which equates to 
a reading level of the ninth month of first grade. He had received twenty weeks 
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(five months) of supplemental support and was showing fifteen months of growth. 
On the Dominie, David was reading at grade level but was a year behind relative to 
age level. He had 97 percent accuracy and 100 percent comprehension. He was at 
the 65th percentile on his Measures of Academic Progress (MAP) test (Northwest 
Evaluation Association, 2008). David no longer panicked or became frustrated 
when he had to stop to look closely at a word to figure it out. He was excited about 
reading, asked to take books home, and loved to talk about the stories he read. 

I supported David over the summer and plan to work with him at the begin-
ning of the next year. Now that he is consistently taking risks and problem-solving 
words, I want to help him continue to build his skills and strategies so he can use 
them flexibly and independently with increasingly complex texts. His success as a 
reader has helped reduce his frustrations in the classroom. I expect David to have a 
very successful second-grade year.

See Figure 2 for a list of the assessment tools and instructional methods I 
used to help David. 

Figure 2. What Kathy did to help David believe in himself as a reader (WM 2).

Assessment Tools

Observation

Listening

Inquiry (asking questions to understand)

Dominie “Core Reading Words” list

Dominie “Oral Reading Passages”

Modified miscue analysis

Measures of Academic Progress (MAP)

Systematic reflection on data using hypothesis–test process

Instructional Moves

Used easy texts.

Talked about story before reading.

Introduced words that might be new.

Wrote high-frequency words. 

Made and broke words.

Modified Dominie procedures.

Ensured that all teacher comments help develop agency.

Provided ample time for reading.
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Case Study 2: Rosalee, Third Grader 

Reading Interventionist Lee Riser

Instructional Focus: Does not yet understand that reading is about making  
meaning (WM 1)

Rosalee was a third-grade, Latina female in her first year of reading intervention. 
She was new to our school and had attended another elementary school in our dis-
trict for kindergarten through second grade. Rosalee had a sister in fifth grade and 
another older sister in her twenties who had recently moved out of the house with 
her baby and into her own apartment. Rosalee’s mother spoke Spanish and there 
was no other adult in the household. Therefore, Rosalee spoke predominantly 
Spanish at home. She was fluent in English, though she did not yet have a good 
handle on academic vocabulary.

At the beginning of the year, Rosalee was reading at the 2.2 grade instruc-
tional level as measured by the Dominie (DeFord, 2004). I used a modified form of 
miscue analysis (original by Goodman & Burke, 1972; modified by Stephens, 2005) 
to determine that, when Rosalee came to words she did not know, she used mean-
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ing 33 percent of the time and some visual information 67 percent of the time. 
Because Rosalee was using meaning less than half the time and visual more than 
half the time (and not necessarily to figure out the same unknown word), her use of 
this information was inefficient and ineffective. Rosalee said that when she came to 
a word she didn’t know, she “split the word up.” She looked at the end of the word 
first, then at the beginning of the word, and put it all together. I asked her what 
she would do if that didn’t work, and she said she would ask someone for help. 
It seemed that Rosalee was confused about how to problem-solve words visually. 
After reflecting on these data and talking with Rosalee, I was pretty sure that she 
thought reading was about getting words right.

My first task was to make sure that Rosalee understood that reading is sup-
posed to make sense. I put her in a small group with two other students who I felt 
shared her theory of reading,  and I helped them select books they were interested 
in reading. They first read Alyssa Satin Capucilli’s Biscuit series and, over the 
course of the next month, we established a Fancy Nancy book club based on Jane 
O’Connor’s series. Rosalee and her group subsequently read all the books in the 
series. Because the series was easy for them, when they came to a word they did not 
know, such as glorious or extraordinary, they thought about what would make sense 
and were able to figure out the word or come up with a synonym.  

Rosalee was also an active participant in selecting fun and easy library books 
each week. She discovered Mo Willems’s Pigeon series, such as Don’t Let the Pigeon 
Drive the Bus (2003). Rosalee soon got the other girls involved in reading the Mo 
Willems books and then went a step further by initiating an impromptu readers 
theater. The girls took turns being one of the two characters or the narrator. 

Although my instructional focus was on meaning-making, Rosalee was simul-
taneously coming to believe in her ability to make sense of text and finding reading 
pleasurable. Once this generative theory was firmly in place, I used a variation of 
Kathleen Visovatti’s (1994) bookmark strategy (see also Johnson, 2006) to make a 
paper hand with strategies on each finger that Rosalee could use to problem-solve 
unfamiliar words (see Figure 3).

Rosalee was reading at home almost every night because she really enjoyed 
doing so. She had discovered a new series—Kate DiCamillo’s Mercy Watson 
mysteries. As she read more, Rosalee’s use of meaning cues increased dramatically 
to 75 percent and her self-correction ratio became 1:2. By the end of the school 
year, Rosalee was reading at the 3.5 grade level, with 98 percent accuracy and 100 
percent comprehension. She was learning to use a variety of problem-solving strat-
egies flexibly and independently. Rosalee selected a variety of different book genres 
from our classroom library to read over the summer and obtained a public library 
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Figure 4. What Lee did to help Rosalee understand that reading is a meaning-making 
process (WM 1).

Assessment Tools

Observation

Listening

Inquiry (asking questions to understand)

Dominie “Oral Reading Passages”

Modified miscue analysis

Systematic reflection  on data using hypothesis–test process

Instructional Moves

Used easy texts.

Provided time for reading.

Provided time for talk about books. 

Provided access to a range of books in the intervention setting. 

Allowed students to choose high-interest books.

Encouraged synonym substitution.

Taught problem-solving strategies. 

Encouraged reading at home.

Encouraged personal library card.

Provided books to take home.
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Case Study 3: Joseph, Fourth Grader

Reading Interventionist Anne Downs

Instructional Focus: Did not yet understand that reading was about making 
meaning (WM 1)

Joseph was a fourth grader who originally came to Reading Intervention with three 
other boys, all African American. Most of the time, the students I see are quite at 
ease and eager to participate, but Joseph would not sit with the group. Instead, he 
sat away from us with his arms crossed; if asked to join the group, he would start 
crying and shake his head vigorously. For the first three weeks, Joseph continued 
to act upset, resistant, and disengaged. He was suspended within the first month of 
school for exhibiting violent behavior. 

Joseph had been retained in the first grade, and much of his prior instruc-
tional history was focused on phonics and fluency. He started second grade reading 
on a 1.3 grade level and finished that year reading on a 1.5 grade level. In third 
grade, his reading progressed another two months, finishing the year at a 1.7 
grade level. At the beginning of fourth grade, Joseph was reading with 96 percent 
accuracy a passage written at a second-grade level. He read large portions within 
a text without comprehending but understood enough of the words to answer the 
comprehension questions. To figure out an unknown word, Joseph used meaning 
35 percent of the time and full or partial visual information 78 percent of the time 
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(75–80 percent is ideal for both). On the Dominie (DeFord, 2004), Joseph scored in 
the first stanine for both phonemes and spelling. He had not been labeled learn-
ing disabled because there was not a considerable discrepancy between projected 
reading level and his current reading level (which was two years below grade level). 
In our district, such children are referred to as “DNQ” (does not qualify for special 
education). Before coming to see me, however, Joseph had spent two years with a 
special education teacher in a small reading group. 

I decided to work with Joseph one on one. In that setting, he was less upset 
and his body language was much more approachable. Slowly he became willing 
to talk with me about the books I read aloud to him. At first I did most of the oral 
thinking and reacting. Within two weeks, with prompting, Joseph started shar-
ing thoughts and reactions two or three times per text. However, he had not yet 
offered thoughts or reactions independently. I decided to ask Charles, a boy from 
Joseph’s classroom, to join us. I had noticed in several school settings (i.e., regu-
lar classroom, lunch, recess) that Joseph and Charles had become friendly, and 
I thought that Joseph might share his thoughts and reactions more readily with 
Charles present. Charles was lower in accuracy and fluency than Joseph, but both 
boys lacked the understanding that reading is meaningful. I wanted to see if Joseph 
would feel confident enough to engage Charles in a meaningful conversation about 
books since he was, in some ways, a more sophisticated reader than Charles. Under 
these conditions, Joseph did in fact begin to engage with and react to text as we 
read independently. He was becoming a much more active and invested reader.

At the beginning of the calendar year, however, Joseph continued to view 
reading as something he had to “go through” in order to stay out of trouble with 
teachers. He also still thought that the point of reading was to get words right by 
sounding them out. This was particularly detrimental to him because using sound–
symbol information was not one of his strengths. 

To help Joseph shift from his theory that reading was about getting words 
right to a theory of reading as meaning-making, I asked him to tell me about a time 
he felt happy and successful reading a book. He said, “Once I read a Jimmy Neu-
tron Christmas book [Beechen, 2003] and it was good. I liked that book.” Knowing 
that to help Joseph shift his theory I had to find text that he really cared about, I 
located several Jimmy Neutron books online. Joseph had substantial background 
knowledge about the books, as he had seen all of the episodes on TV. This helped 
him read the books with ease and enjoyment. We laughed a lot. He shared his 
knowledge with me so I could understand the books as well as he did. He helped 
me gain understanding, and once we named that together, Joseph was a different 
reader and person in the intervention setting. The focus on meaning—and his con-
fidence—led him to actively, joyfully, and consistently make meaning with these 
texts. 
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We spent four weeks reading all of the Jimmy Neutron books. During that 
time, I was able to show Joseph how to use meaning to solve words; I then released 
that responsibility to him and he took it on independently. Together, we named 
every skill and strategy he used. I modeled how to stop, think, and react during 
reading. Before turning a page, Joseph always made sure he understood all that he 
had read. He also understood and could talk about the tools that helped him read 
independently.

When we finished the Jimmy Neutron books and were discussing what we 
would read next, Joseph asked if he could read chapter books. I felt a strong need 
to honor his desire to fit in with the kid culture, but I was not willing to risk a 
move backward—to Joseph’s previous, visual theory of reading—by introducing 
books that were too difficult for him. He had only truly been making meaning for 
four weeks. I did, however, feel that it would be beneficial for Joseph to become 
interested in a series; I thought that building a foundational understanding of char-
acter, setting, and structure/format would serve him well as an independent reader. 
Seeking guidance, I went to his classroom during independent reading to see what 
the other children were reading. Diary of a Wimpy Kid books were the prevalent 
choice, but I did not think they would help Joseph learn to make meaning indepen-
dently. The Diary of a Wimpy Kid books contain the random thoughts of a middle 
school boy; the narrative is disjointed and the structure is unusual. Before Joseph 
read something like this, I thought he should first experience success with text 
that has a common structure and connected, cohesive thoughts. For Joseph at this 
point, Diary of a Wimpy Kid would have been better as a book on CD that he could 
“read along” with. 

Two boys whom Joseph admired were reading Mary Pope Osborne’s Magic 
Tree House books; his teachers also read these books aloud to him and I knew 
that he enjoyed them. I researched the books and found that the first one in the 
series, Dinosaurs before Dark (Osborne, 1992), was leveled 2.5. I read the book and 
believed that Joseph could manage the text with help. The book did not repre-
sent Joseph culturally, nor did he have a personal interest in dinosaurs, but it was 
the first book in the series and contained a lot of necessary information about the 
series. When I mentioned the book to him, he was so happy that I decided to go 
forward. I read the first three chapters of Dinosaurs before Dark to Joseph as he 
read along. As I read, I asked, “If you had been reading alone, are there any parts 
that might not have been easy to read?” Joseph showed me two places where he 
thought it might not have been easy reading for him—both were names of dino-
saurs; he did not possess enough background knowledge or oral vocabulary to have 
known them. We took notes on the characters that Joseph brilliantly named “Keep 
It Straight Notes” (see Figure 5).
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We thought together and reacted together. I had preread the fourth chap-
ter and explained to Joseph the meaning of one word, mutant, that I was worried 
would discourage him. With this information, a strong foundational understand-
ing of the characters and settings, and an exciting, suspenseful feeling about these 
two children possibly being eaten by dinosaurs, Joseph read the fourth chapter as 
I read along and did a modified miscue analysis (original by Goodman & Burke, 
1972; modified by Stephens, 2005). He read the chapter with high accuracy and 
limited expression but talked about what he was thinking as he did so. From then 
on, we shared reading responsibility. I preread the chapters so that I could read the 

Figure 5. Joseph’s “Keep It Straight Notes.”
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more challenging chapters as he read along. He read the less challenging chapters 
while I read along and did a modified miscue analysis. As we read this book, Joseph 
solidified his ability to solve unknown words flexibly and maintained a deep under-
standing of the text as he read. He had successfully read a chapter book. When we 
finished, his eyes were shining and he was smiling.

At Joseph’s request, we progressed to another Magic Tree House book. 
Because he had shared with me his interest in civil rights, I selected Civil War on 
Sunday (Osborne, 2000a), which was leveled at 2.3. I read the first three chapters 
aloud and Joseph read along, making “Keep It Straight Notes” without assistance. 

With this strong comprehension foundation, Joseph was able to read the rest 
of the book to me. During this time, we talked about and I modeled how expres-
sion and intonation help us better understand a story. Joseph’s expression and 
intonation gradually began to match the text; he built the feeling of suspense with 
his reading and reactions. I modeled how to reread text to clarify when meaning 
broke down. Joseph began rereading text to clarify if he did not fully understand it 
on the first read. 

Joseph was intrigued by the historical aspect of these stories and went on to 
read a level 2.2 book, Revolutionary War on Wednesday (Osborne, 2000b), inde-
pendently and with high accuracy and thorough comprehension. He internalized, 
thought about, and reacted to everything he read. Joseph did not articulate a shift 
in his belief in himself at this point (that is not really who he is—he guards those 
deep thoughts), but his whole being had changed by the end of this book. He was 
more relaxed and definitely a happy, smiling reader.

From this point forward, Joseph came to me at all times of the day, asking for 
books he could read. On his own, he checked out graphic novels from the library 
that were about the Revolutionary War and the Civil War. Joseph held the key to 
his becoming a reader. He held it. He shared it with me. I listened. I really listened. 
Everything he said to me was of great importance. While we moved on to several 
other meaningful reading experiences, the important shift in Joseph’s theory of 
reading happened in the experiences previously described. Joseph taught me to 
be careful not only to listen with a miscue ear (a colloquial term likely invented by 
Goodman, Watson, and Burke, based on their work with miscue analysis: Good-
man & Burke, 1972; Goodman, Watson, & Burke, 1987), but also to listen closely 
to who readers are as people. Joseph’s path was Jimmy Neutron and fitting in with 
kid culture. I just guided him along.

By the end of the year, Joseph understood that reading is a meaning-making 
process. He was more confident as a reader and more engaged in reading. He was 
enjoying books that he was interested in and that were relevant to him. He under-
stood that efficient readers think and react while they read—not just at the end of 
the text. When Joseph came to a word he did not know, 70 percent of the time he 

b30773-ch1.indd   17 5/23/13   9:13 AM



18 Chapter One

used meaning and coupled that with visual information to achieve comprehension. 
I considered this a “balanced” use of cue systems. Joseph’s score on the Dominie 
“Sentence Writing and Spelling” assessment (DeFord, 2004) was in the fourth 
stanine; there were still many words he had not encountered in print. His Text 
Reading Level on the Dominie “Oral Reading Passages” assessment (DeFord, 2004) 
grew from an equated level of 1.9 to 2.9. While this may seem like “only” one 
year’s growth in one year, it is more than four times the progress he made in either 
of the two previous years (two months’ growth in second grade and another two 
months in third). 

I will continue to support Joseph’s literacy learning next year. Now that he 
understands that reading is making meaning, believes in his ability to make sense 
of text, and finds reading pleasurable, I will focus on helping him problem-solve 
informational and content area reading. Because of the limited time Joseph had 
with texts prior to fourth grade, there are still many grade-level words that he has 
not encountered. With extensive independent reading and continued support from 
me, I believe he will make more than one year’s growth next year. 

See Figure 6 for a list of assessment tools and instructional methods I used to 
help Joseph.
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Figure 6. What Anne did to help Joseph understand that reading is a meaning-making 
process (WM 1).

Assessment Tools

Observation

Listening

Inquiry (asking questions to understand)

Dominie “Oral Reading Passages”

Modified miscue analysis

Systematic reflection  on data using hypothesis–test process

Instructional Moves

Read aloud.

Thought aloud.

Talked about books.

Found a partner/friend.

Chose high-interest books.

Scaffolded to make books manageable.

Honored background knowledge.

Taught problem-solving strategies.

Modeled stop–think–react.

Named observed strategies.

Taught note-taking.

Introduced new vocabulary.

Demonstrated expression/intonation.
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Case Study 4: Faith, Fifth Grader

Reading Interventionist Beth Sawyer

Instructional Foci: (a) Did not yet believe in her ability to make sense of text 
(WM 2); (b) needed to stay focused on reading as meaning-making as text  
demands increased (WM 1)

Faith was a European American fifth grader who had transferred to our school 
district during her fourth-grade year. She entered our school before end-of-year 
testing, and based on her MAP test results (Northwest Evaluation Association, 
2008) and recommendations from her classroom teacher, the school assessment 
team recommended her for reading intervention. 

When I began providing reading intervention services to Faith in the fifth 
grade, I gave her the Dominie (DeFord, 2004) Text Level 10. This text equates to 
a 3.5 grade level. She was successful on this assessment in all three areas: compre-
hension (88 percent), accuracy (96 percent), and fluency (3 out of 4 on the Dominie 
rubric). She had twelve miscues and six self-corrections. All of her miscues were 
meaningful and they were all very similar visually to the words in the text. The 
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only comprehension question Faith missed was related to vocabulary used in the 
story. 

In my initial conversations with Faith, her comments suggested that she did 
not see herself as a “good” reader. She stated that she only liked books that she was 
interested in and that had short words. Books that were thick and had longer words 
were too difficult. Faith also believed that good readers know all the words, and 
that she knew such readers. She felt that if she read more, she would be a better 
reader and smarter, yet she was unwilling to read any more than she had to. Faith’s 
teacher had informed me that Faith was not completing homework reading assign-
ments. When I asked her why she was not reading what she needed to for class, 
Faith said she could not read the books and would not pass fifth grade anyway. 
During the first few weeks of intervention, it appeared that Faith did not want to 
engage with text or with me. She often said that she was bored or not feeling well. 
She would put her head down or ask to use the restroom or to go the health room. 
She would sit with folded arms and a slouchy posture in her chair. It was difficult 
at times to get her to look at the page of text, much less read it. One day another 
teacher entered the classroom during the time that I was with Faith. Faith immedi-
ately told the teacher that the reason she was with me was that she could not read. 

During this time, I was providing Faith with opportunities to read appropri-
ately leveled text about animals, a topic in which she had expressed an interest. As 
she read aloud, I pointed out all of the things she was doing well in meeting the de-
mands of the text and holding onto meaning as she read. This became part of our 
daily routine. I took notes about Faith’s reading and about my conversations with 
her. I reflected on these notes, trying to figure out under what conditions she could 
be successful so that I could teach to her needs using her strengths (see Figure 7). 
I concluded that Faith understood that reading was a meaning-making process but 
did not have the belief that she could make sense of text. She needed a boost in 
confidence that reading was something she could do.

Based on these conclusions, I decided to let Faith become more involved in 
choosing books that she wanted to read rather than books chosen by me or her 
classroom teacher. She needed to read books that she felt comfortable in read-
ing and that she felt she could manage independently. She chose picture books, 
including those written by P. D. Eastman (e.g., Are You My Mother?). I was uncom-
fortable at first with her choices because they were below her instructional level. 
However, Faith enjoyed reading these books and would laugh and share parts she 
found humorous. She would also point out things she noticed and inferred about 
the story or the characters. Our conversations about text became less about what I 
wanted her to notice about text and more about what Faith wanted to share about 
her reading. She seemed more at ease with me and more willing to take risks in 
her reading and to share her now positive thoughts about reading. Then, while 
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she continued to enjoy picture books, she also began to express an interest in short 
chapter books. 

Faith’s demeanor had also changed. Her attitude and outlook were very dif-
ferent from the fifth grader who entered my room at the beginning of the year. She 
smiled more readily, was more compliant when asked to read, and no longer said 
she was bored or not feeling well. She seemed to enjoy reading and was engaged 
in text. I remember watching her one day when she was in the classroom rocking 
chair in a relaxed position, with all of her attention focused on her reading. If I had 
had a camera, I would have taken a picture. 

Now that her confidence seemed to be increasing, I decided to focus on 
Faith’s skills and strategies. She seemed to believe that “good readers” got “all the 
words right,” which made her reluctant to make meaningful predictions or seman-
tically acceptable substitutions. I needed to help her rely more on meaning when 
she encountered unknown words. To do this, I continued to provide Faith with 
books that she found interesting—ones that she wanted to read—and I also made 
sure that these books were easy for her to read (no higher than a 3.5 grade level). 
When she came across a word she did not know, I encouraged her to use what she 
already knew about the text to determine that word or another one that was con-
sistent with the meaning of the text. Once she was consistently doing this with me, 
I encouraged Faith to continue doing this when she was reading independently. I 
observed her during those times, and she and I chatted about her use of this strat-
egy. As she took on this strategy, she stopped trying to get all the words right and 
shifted her focus to understanding the text.

Figure 7. Anecdotal notes about Faith.
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By the end of the year, Faith was able to independently manage a Dominie 
(DeFord, 2004) Level 11B, which equates to a 4.3 reading level. Her accuracy was 
99 percent; she received 4 out of 4 for fluency, and her comprehension was 75 per-
cent. She missed items that referred to concepts she did not understand and that 
were not clearly explained in the text, such as maiden voyage and second-class tickets. 
During the four months I worked with her, Faith made seven months’ growth on 
the Dominie. She was reading more difficult text with higher accuracy while main-
taining the meaning of the text. She used meaning to predict unfamiliar words and 
then cross-checked to see if her predictions were correct. 

When Faith first started reading intervention, she demonstrated a lot of 
avoidance behaviors—making trips to the restroom, attempting conversations 
unrelated to the reading, saying she was not feeling well, putting her head down 
on the table. These behaviors were no longer an issue. By the end of our time 
together, Faith and I were meeting for thirty minutes a day, and she read most of 
that time and seemed happy doing it. Some days she was disappointed when she 
had to stop reading. 

At the beginning of our time together, Faith had commented that reading 
was “sort of fun” but that she did not like to read more than she had to. In May, as 
our time was ending, she was saying that reading was fun and that she was reading 
more than her teacher required. She was engaging easily with text, and the tasks 
associated with her classroom reading assignments were less intimidating. She was 
willing to at least give it a go and do her best.

It was a gift to see Faith grow as a reader and a person. She was much hap-
pier, more relaxed, and less angry. Faith underwent a shift in her thinking about 
reading. When I asked her at the end of the year what she thought the most impor-
tant thing about reading was, she said that “reading has to make sense” and “you 
have to think about what you are reading.” Faith told me that she was “going to try 
to keep reading more,” and I gave her books to take home with her. My hope for 
Faith is that she will keep reading—that she will become the reader she wants to 
be, the one we know she is capable of becoming. 

See Figure 8 for a list of assessment tools and instructional methods I used to 
help Faith.
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Figure 8. What Beth did to increase Faith’s belief in herself as a reader (WM 2) and help 
her stay focused on meaning (WM 1).

Assessment Tools

Observation

Listening

Inquiry (asking questions to understand)

Dominie “Oral Reading Passages”

Modified miscue analysis

Systematic reflection  on data using hypothesis–test process

Instructional Moves

Provided easy, high-interest texts.

Named and honored strategies used.

Encouraged synonym substitution.

Provided ample time for reading.

Provided books to take home.
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Looking across Case Studies

The four children featured in the case studies—David, Rosalee, Joseph, and 
Faith—each received about five months (twenty weeks/one hundred days) of 
support from a reading interventionist across a school year. The majority of the 
children’s time during their thirty-minute instructional sessions was spent reading. 

The interventionists’ classrooms are remarkably similar. They are all literacy-
rich environments; every available space is filled with books. The classrooms range 
in size from “regular” (Beth’s) to small (Lee’s) to oversized offices (Kathy’s and 
Anne’s). Their rooms all contain a table and chairs at which they and up to four 
children can sit, a white or Smart Board, and chart paper on a stand. The larger 
rooms have couches and/or bean bag chairs.

All of the interventionists featured here collaborate with other members of 
the students’ “teams,” including classroom teachers, speech teachers, school psy-
chologists, special education teachers, and the children’s parents or guardians. (To 
ensure the anonymity of the children, this information has been omitted.) 

Perhaps most important, all of the interventionists share a commitment to 
assessment as inquiry, to reflection on data, and to instruction that is focused on 
needs determined by assessment. In this way, all four reading interventionists live 
the assessment standards established by Standards for the Assessment of Reading and 
Writing (SARW) (IRA–NCTE Joint Task Force on Assessment, 2010). They 
all want their assessment(s) to “serve, not harm, each and every student” (p. 11). 
They therefore choose assessments that “emphasize what students can do rather 
than what they cannot do” (p. 11). When they ask students to read an oral reading 
passage from the Dominie (DeFord, 2004), for example, they choose passages that 
they know the students can read successfully. They understand that the point of 
giving the Dominie (or any other leveled reading passage) is not to “get” a level but 
to document the child’s progress. To understand a child’s progress, these inter-
ventionists observe, listen to children read on a daily basis, ask genuine questions, 
listen to children’s responses, and reflect on all they have seen and heard. These 
informal assessments are “productive and powerful assessments” (SARW, p. 13) 
that “yield high-quality information” (p. 12). 

These four teachers are the “primary agents, not passive consumers, of as-
sessment information” (SARW, p. 13). They assign “meaning to interactions and 
evaluate the information that they receive and create” (p. 13). The teachers use the 
insights gained from reflection to inform their instruction. This rich description 
from the SARW captures the artfulness of these teachers:
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Whether they use texts, work samples, discussion, or ongoing observation, teachers 
make sense of students’ reading and writing development. They read these many dif-
ferent texts, oral and written, that students produce in order to construct an under-
standing of students as literate individuals. The sense they make of a student’s reading 
or writing is communicated to the student through spoken or written comments and 
translated into instructional decisions. . . . (p. 13)

The result? After reading intervention, David, Rosalee, Joseph, and Faith felt bet-
ter about themselves as readers and learners than they did at the beginning of the 
academic year. And they were better readers and stronger learners—they were bet-
ter able to independently manage the text demands of the books they encountered 
in the classroom and the many books they will now choose to read independently.

Kathy, Lee, Anne, and Beth—like the other reading interventionists they 
work with and thousands of Tier 1 and Tier 2 teachers across the country—have 
chosen responsibility. In so doing, they have positively altered the academic and 
life trajectories of children. They are exemplars of our profession at its finest.

Note

1. The reading interventionists were Anne Downs, Jennie Goforth, Lisa Jaeger, 
Ashley Matheny, Kristi Plyer, Lee Riser, Beth Sawyer, Tara Thompson, Kathy Vickio, and 
Cindy Wilcox.
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