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Lesson: Guided Reading- Dinosaur Rex

New York State Standards:

Key Idea 1.1 Language for Information and Understanding: Listening and Reading 
1.1.1 list at least five details after listening to a read aloud in a large group
1.1.5 sound out letters to read words correctly, use beginning and ending consonants to identify single syllable words, and use picture clues to identify words.
Key Idea 2.1 Language for Literary Response and Expression: Listening and Reading
2.1.3 read a literary selection and orally identify specific people, places, and events.
2.1.7 orally share the main idea after reading or listening to an age appropriate selection.
Key Idea 3.2 Language for Critical Analysis and Evaluation: Speaking and Writing 
3.2.1 in a teacher-supported discussion express a topic-related opinion with two supporting details.
(These express the goals and objectives of the lesson better than my own words.  Mrs. A stated these desired outcomes at the beginning of the day, and they were all addressed in the guided reading center.)

Seating Chart: attached

Group 1- 3 boys, 4 girls

Group 2- 3 boys, 3 girls


Guided reading is a component of a material framework for teaching language arts that involves questioning on all levels of Bloom’s taxonomy. (Leu 30)  Students silently and orally read sections of a book, and then answer questions about the reading.  This technique allows a teacher to assess student comprehension, heighten enthusiasm for the story by bringing a child’s prior knowledge and experiences into the discussion, and weave in skills practice and phonics lessons. (Stiggins 266-8)


Mrs. A is a creative teacher who integrates traditional reading materials with a variety of methods framework procedures to maximize learning and individualize teaching in her very diverse inclusion classroom.  If questioning is an instructional instrument, Mrs. A is a virtuoso.  


The guided reading session is one of four half-hour language arts blocks.  Students rotate these centers in ability groups, and each group visits all four centers daily.  The guided reading center is considerably different for each group.  The first group I observed included emergent readers, and some students were not yet able to associate sounds with all letters or identify a repeating pattern in a story.  This group is very challenging to work with, for essentially the students are at two distinct levels and could be separated into two smaller groups.  


For this session, Mrs. A introduced a new story and began immediately with questions concerning the title.  Students knew what the “T” in T-rex represented.  She explained at the end of the day that she prefers asking open-ended, divergent questions that reveal the most about what and how a student thinks. (Borich 241)  She asked many questions that allowed students to relate their own experiences with dancing and music and their extreme excitement about dinosaurs.  This set the tone for the story.  Instead of being a silly tale about a fictitious character, it was a story about something we all love to do- dance- and the protagonist was someone we might think too awkward to do it- a Tyrannosaurus Rex.


Mrs. A knows her students well, and her quietest student was drawn into the discussion with a prompt and personal tag.  Beginning the question with the student’s name, and then asking, “Your father has one, doesn’t he?” the student proceeded to speak three complete sentences in a row.


Mrs. A very effectively utilizes think-alouds (Leu 248) throughout the instructional day, and she incorporated several modeling sessions into this learning center.  Think-alouds orally demonstrate the inner dialog that is intuitive and automatic for proficient readers and thinkers.  This very effective teaching tool calls students’ attention to metacognitive processes that are just beginning to develop in their young minds.  Thinking processes and strategies for decoding and comprehension and word recognition can be learned, and think-alouds help students on the road to automaticity and independence in reading. (Leu 388)  Every time a teacher purposefully models the metacognitive processes of all good readers by verbalizing the steps taken to make predictions, unlock the meaning of an unfamiliar word, sound out a new combination of letters, or answer a question, that teacher is giving students new strategies, patterns, and procedures for doing their own thinking and figuring out. (Parisian)  This external demonstration of our internal question-and-answer processes is one of the most effective ways of helping students to learn to think for themselves.


As I attempted to script the questions, students became distracted and I had to explain that I was doing “homework” for college.  With this group, that led to a million more questions, and I soon became involved in the lesson and abandoned the scripting.  It was noted, however, that every level of Bloom’s taxonomy was addressed in the questioning process, every student answered several questions, and wait time was never necessary. (Borich 247)  I made two other important observations.  While Mrs. A was teaching, the room next door was playing music and singing very loudly, and three other centers were fully engaged in discussions.  These most distractible students were so caught up in the story and the questions that they were able to tune out the distracters better than I was.  Redirected questions were often necessary with this group, and they were always effective.  Rather than raise her voice when many spoke at once or lost track of the flow of the discussion- an instinctive and unthinking response for most of us- Mrs. A would either stop or dramatically lower her voice.  Students, in turn, would pause, listen, and calm down enough to stop talking and start thinking again.


Another talent Mrs. A possesses is the ability to cue students as to whether she wants a choral response or an individual response.  In general, individual students are asked to respond after “raising a quiet hand” being called on.  I noted that she often began these questions with a specific name and eye contact and a slight pause.  When she wanted students to “shout out” a response, she increased the volume of her own voice very slightly, arched her eyebrows, and opened her hands out in a sweeping gesture.  These gestures were very natural, and students responded appropriately.  This was very impressive, particularly with this small group.  I have not been able to master this technique and effectively communicate to students when I want individual or whole group answers.


The second part of the guided reading center involves independent reading by the group while Mrs. A reads one-on-one with as many students as possible.  At this point, I became involved in crowd control, and listened to the remaining students read and ask questions about words and word meaning.  I did notice that Mrs. A continued to question in a low tone, and that the responses varied from very brief (convergent question responses) to many seconds (divergent question responses). (Parisian)


The second group engaged in a questioning session on a writing assignment, a follow-up to their MST project that we had been working on for several weeks.  This was a challenging session in that questioning was continuous and sometimes involved the entire group, sometimes only one student.  Again, I was impressed by the students’ ability to determine which response was appropriate- choral or individual- and by Mrs. A’s use of facial expression and gesture to convey this.  Wait time was occasionally needed with this group, and this seems logical because they were primarily answering evaluative questions about the before and after aspects of their projects.  The synthesizing of the activities of the past several weeks took time, and questioning gently led students through the individual steps of the project.  In this way, they mentally arrived at the end of the task and were ready to evaluate their work and assess alterations they had made along the way.

My scripting for this group had entries in every question category, and I noted that the lower end of Bloom’s taxonomy was comprised of questions for the whole group.  This established the purpose of the writing assignment and re-engaged students in the steps of what they had done on the MST project.  Higher level questions and probes were used with individual students as they wrote their evaluations comparing their preconceived designs for the projects to the ultimate outcome. (Borich 244-5)  Because their projects were in front of them on the table, students were focused and visually and tactilely engaged.  The projects were initially a distraction, and so Mrs. A gave the direction to place hands in laps, but not before asking, “It’s so tempting, isn’t it?” and accepting all the responses.  Again, this impressed me.  Would I ever have thought to do that?  Perhaps I will now, because I have witnessed and recorded how effective it was.


There are many more layers in questioning than appear on my scripting sheet or in any textbook.  Effective questioning is both an art and a science, and requires knowledge of both learning objectives and student ability levels. (Borich 238)  An intuitive feeling for student comfort levels and a clear understanding of students’ prior knowledge and experience bases are essential if questioning is to serve as an assessment tool and a means of engagement and exploration. (Parisian)


The teacher I observed took questioning to a masterful level that I have seldom observed.  My own opportunity to teach a guided reading session, with provided questions from a teaching manual, was dreadful in comparison.  This exercise in observation and practice demonstrated that I have a great deal to learn, and a great mentor to learn from.
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