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Part 1

1. Reading to children is to literacy education as two aspirins and a little bed rest were to the family doctor in years gone by. Students have an impoverished vocabulary? Read to them. Students struggling with comprehension? Read to them. Students beset with negative attitudes or lacking in motivation? Read to them. Students have second language acquisition problems? Read to them. Reading to children has also been prescribed as a preventive measure: Want to ensure children's success in school? Want your children to read early? Read to them. Becoming a Nation of Readers (Anderson, Hieber, Scott, & Wilkinson, 1985), the tendered blueprint for a literate society, drew the bold conclusion that reading to children is "the single most important activity for building the knowledge required for eventual success" in learning to read (p. 23).

2. Indeed, there is both research evidence and testimony to the value of reading to young children (Chomsky, 1972; Cochran-Smith, 1984; McCormick, 1977; Teale, 1984). Researchers have worked to describe the language interactions of storybook reading events toward the goal of further understanding children's meaning-making strategies, their personal responses, and the aspects of collaboration that are part of vital story discussions (e.g., Cochran-Smith, 1984; Cullinan, Harwood, & GaIda, 1983; Green & Harker, 1982; Roser, Hoffman, & Farest, 1990; Teale, Martinez, & Glass, 1989).

3. But how knowledgeable are we about the pervasiveness of such a seemingly valuable practice? Is one form of story time as good as any other? If not, why not? What makes for a quality read-aloud time that contributes to children's language and literacy growth as well as to their literary understanding? In order to explore these issues, we examined reading aloud in the classroom from two perspectives - the first, a broadly sampled survey of current read-aloud practices, and the second, a distillation of story-time research literature to extract the crucial elements of read-aloud events. Specifically, this article is a report of the exploration of two questions: What are the current practices in story time across the U.S., and, based on research evidence, what are promising read-aloud practices within the classroom?

Surveying read-aloud practices

4. Austin and Morrison's (1963) mammoth survey of reading instruction reported that primary-grade teachers tended to plan a read-aloud time for their classrooms but did not consider this story time part of "reading instruction." Intermediate-grade teachers, by contrast, did not feel they had enough time during the school day for reading aloud. Neither frequency data nor book choices were reported.

5. Other investigations yielded similar findings.. In 1971, Hall reported the extent and types of literature experiences provided by classroom teachers. These data were collected through questionnaires completed by 84 student teachers in the Washington-Baltimore area who reported on their cooperating teachers' classrooms. Hall found that fewer than half of the teachers read to children on a daily basis and 76% of the teachers did not seem to plan their literature program. Hall's frequency findings are similar to studies of other researchers in 1990.

6. Even young children may not be involved in daily story time. Morrow's (1982) investigation of literature activities in pre-kindergarten and kindergarten classrooms revealed that teachers, on average, read only 12 stories in a 4-week period and engaged the students in discussions an average of 6.5 times. 

7. While informative, these studies do not present a very broad or current description of read-aloud practices. In an effort to further assess the characteristics of the read-aloud experience in the classroom, we developed a questionnaire that focused on several aspects of the story-time experience. We were interested in particular, in areas related to:

· the frequency or regularity of the read-aloud experience;

· the choice and organization of the literature being shared;

· the distribution of time (e.g., reading aloud versus discussion); 

· the response opportunities and options offered to children.

8. The l7-item questionnaire was directed to preservice teachers who were assigned to classroom field experiences. The respondents were asked to report their observations related to their most recent visit to an elementary classroom. They were also asked to characterize the school setting in terms of factors such as the students served (e.g., ethnicity, class size, socio​economic levels) and the availability of library resources. Finally, in an attempt to establish the representativeness of the observations, respondents were asked about the number of hours they observed in the classroom, the regularity of their visits to these classrooms, and whether the read-aloud experience they observed (if any) was typical.

9. Packets of questionnaires were sent to 54 major institutions with teacher education programs across the U.S. Professional colleagues were asked to distribute these questionnaires to students enrolled in preservice field experience courses in teacher education programs. A total of 537 classroom questionnaires were returned with responses from a cross-section of teaching institutions. The 537 classrooms were mixed in income level and diverse in student ethnicity. The respondents reported spending, on average, 6 hours in the classroom on the day they completed the survey. The findings from the survey are reported based on the four major foci of the questionnaire.

The frequency of the read-aloud experience

10. Overall, 74% of the observers reported that teachers read aloud to their classes on the day they observed. Although the likelihood of a read-aloud experience was somewhat higher in the kindergarten and primary grades (76%) versus the intermediate grades (69%), the pattern is more positive than previous studies have suggested. No discernible patterns were found in the frequency of the read-aloud time as a function of school size, community characteristics (i.e., high, middle, or low income), or ethnicity of the student population.

The choice and organization of the literature read aloud

11. A total of 127 different authors and 217 titles were reported across the entire sample. The most frequently mentioned authors and titles were identified. They included Bill Martin, Jr., Maurice Sendak, Roald Dahl, with Judy Blume the most frequently read. Overall, the selection of literature seemed carefully chosen and of high quality, reflecting highly recommended books for children.

12. We also asked the observers to report whether or not the book shared was correlated with a unit of study, and if the answer was "yes," to explain how it was related. The dominant pattern was for the read-aloud selection to be independent of a unit framework. Only 34% of the time across all grade levels were the books related to a study unity. The only clear exception. to this pattern was at the kindergarten level, in which the majority of books read aloud were related to an on-going study. When the read-aloud book was drawn from a unit, those units were almost always based on a content area of investigation (e.g., a dinosaur book relating to a science study). Only in rare occurrences was the book tied to literature study, such as the discovery of genre characteristics, character study, or the uncovering of literary elements.

The distribution of time devoted to reading aloud and discussing literature

13. We examined the distribution of time devoted to story reading in two separate ways. First, we asked our observers to report the total amount of time teachers actually spent reading aloud. The most commonly reported pattern was for story time to take from 10 to 20 minutes. The next most common pattern was for story time to take between 5 and 10 minutes. Another way to think about these data is that reading took 20 minutes or less in 88% of the reported cases.

14. Second, we examined the amount of time the teacher spent with the class discussing the book both before and after reading. In all cases, the most frequently occurring response was that fewer than 5 minutes were devoted to discussion, either before or after the actual reading of the story. Only 3% of the teachers spent 20 minutes or more discussing the story after reading.

Response opportunities and options offered to children

15. The survey respondents were also asked to describe the numbers and types of extension opportunities the teacher offered after the read-aloud time. These opportunities were classified as writing, drawing, dramatizing, or "other." Results indicated that response opportunities were provided in fewer than one-quarter of the observed read-alouds. When response opportunities were offered, the two most common forms of response were writing (36%) and drawing (36%). Dramatization (10%) and "other" (13%) response options (such as cooking and construction) were less frequently observed.

16. One way to summarize the data from this study is to look at the modal, or most frequently occurring, features of story-time. Based on these data, if a visitor entered an elementary classroom tomorrow, the visitor would likely characterize the read-aloud experience in the following way: The classroom  teacher reads to students from a book for a period between 10 and 20 minutes. The chosen literature is not connected to a unit of study in the classroom. The amount of discussion related to the book takes fewer than 5 minutes, including talk before and after the reading. Finally, no literature response activities are offered.

17. As mentioned, these data seem to suggest a greater prevalence of story​time than has been reported in previous survey studies. However, the quality of the prevailing read-aloud experience is still open to question. The purposes and values of story time cannot be directly derived from the survey sample, yet it is clear that reading aloud is not an integral part of the instructional day and may not be realizing its full potential.

18. However, a caution should be noted in interpreting these data. Although over 95% of the respondents reported that they visited their classes regularly and that their survey responses were based on a fairly typical day, the classrooms themselves may be atypical because these classrooms were identified as placements for prospective teachers. It is reasonable to assume, then, that they offer the best of what is available and current in terms of exemplary teaching practices. Therefore, these data are more likely representative of the best, as opposed to typical, teaching models.

Part 2: Toward a "model" of what read-aloud practices could be

19. The second phase of this project focused on an examination of research

literature for notions that could contribute to the identification of model story time features. We use the term model here to refer to a set of hypothesized characteristics supported by evidence, rather than "model" in the sense of an ideal. What might a "model" read-aloud program look like? What features has research tended to associate with a quality read-aloud experience? Although there are no definitive answers, there is at least an accruing set of characteristics suggested by researchers. A "model" read​aloud experience, then, may include such factors as the following:

Designating a legitimate time and place in the daily curriculum for reading aloud

20. When a regular time is planned and set aside in the school day for reading aloud to students, there is greater likelihood that the event will be expected.. will occur, and will assume a place of importance in the school day. Research tends to support a daily 20-minute period (or longer) for reading aloud.

Selecting quality literature

21. When students are exposed to carefully selected pieces of quality text (e.g. stories with enduring themes and meaty plots, poems that touch and enlighten), students are more likely to develop a long-term relationship with literature. In addition, the benefits gained by children in language growth, critical thinking, and depth of response have been reported by researchers.

Sharing literature related to other literature

22. Drawing literature together that "leans on" other literature (Yolen, 1977) ​whether connected by genre or theme or topic - allows readers and listeners to explore interrelationships among books, to discover patterns, to think more deeply, and to respond more fully to text. Literature organized into these units of study has been shown to greatly enrich the read-aloud experience and add to the potential for student interest, independent reading, and personal connection.

Discussing literature in lively, invitational, thought ​provoking ways

23. Opportunities for discussions that encourage personal responses, as well


as the exploration of connections between and among related pieces of literature, provide the setting for the development of appreciative, critical, literate thinking among students.

Grouping children to maximize opportunities to respond

24. Attention to the appropriateness of group size helps to ensure that there is maximal opportunity for children to say what they are thinking and feeling about books. Smaller groups and settings in which students are seated in conversational arrangements have been found to increase participation. Although teachers may have difficulty organizing a classroom for small group story reading, organizing small groups for discussion and for response activities seems quite plausible.

Offering a variety of response and extension opportunities

25. Extensions of stories provide invitations to rethink and reflect. Galda, Cullinan, and Strickland (in press) have described response opportunities as a chance to linger a bit longer under the spell of a good story. Researchers report that opportunities to extend and deepen experiences with literature through writing, drama, and art involve students in expressing their insights and understandings of stories in new ways.

Rereading selected pieces

26. Rereading selected pieces of literature changes the character and quality of children's responses. Repeated readings encourage an increase in the quantity and complexity of children's comments and promotes a deeper understanding of the stories.

Challenges

27. First, there is the challenge of setting aside time for story-time. The instructional day is already crowded. In every case in which we have worked to implement a read-aloud program, we found that after implementation of literature experiences, teachers indicated that they spent less time with spelling, handwriting, and what they labeled simply as "work sheets." A second challenge relates to resources. The implementation of quality story time experience requires that resources be made readily available to teachers. The most critical resource is easy access to carefully selected children's literature organized into a unit structure. Finally, the success of this program depends on an intensive staff development effort using new strategies and techniques which must be learned by both teachers and administrators. Certainly, reading aloud to children is no simple solution to the challenge of teaching literacy. It is not like the aspirin we take and - poof! - the headache disappears. Working toward a planned and seriously constructed read-aloud time requires considerable investment in time, skill, knowledge and resources.
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Questions

Multiple-Choice Questions - Circle the correct answer

1. The subject of this article is:

a) developing a successful reading program in which children read aloud.

 b) developing a successful reading program in which teachers read aloud.

c) solving the basic literacy problems which face parents, teachers and

children.

d) reading aloud to children will automatically increase their motivation to read.

2. Researchers are cited to prove that

a) reading is very significant to literacy in young children.

b) reading stories and discussions help understand children's comprehension.

 c)  reading stories and discussions help understand children's feelings.

d) all of the above.

3. This article is concerned with
a) researched classroom practices pertaining to read-aloud programs. 

b) helpful ideas about read-aloud practices suggested by administrators.
c) suggestions made by teachers during in-service reading courses.

c) theoretical research on reading conducted at American universities.

4. According to paragraphs 4, 5, 6: The read-aloud program

a) is an unplanned experience followed by librarians.

b) has been an experience, unplanned and unrelated to the curriculum.
c) is a highly successful and productive program throughout the U.S. 
d) has not been studied recently and  further research is needed.

5. The questionnaire was

a) informative and filled in by teachers.

b) a survey of observations filled in by administrators.

c) an informative survey of student-teachers in elementary schools. 
d) a statistical survey of parents' impressions of teachers.

6. According to paragraph 10, the results of the study indicate that

a) the statistics were identical to those of earlier research.

 b) the findings were more satisfactory than anticipated.

 c) the findings were less satisfactory than expected.

d) neither  students and nor teachers  enjoy reading aloud.

7. The incidence of read aloud experiences

a) was unaffected by school size, ethnic, and socioeconomic background. 
b) was influenced by school size, ethnic, and socioeconomic background. 
c) was so insignificant that it was not evaluated by the students.

d) was similar to studies conducted in other western countries.

8. According to paragraphs 11 and 12, it is the opinion of the


authors of this study that teachers choose read-aloud books

a) without considering the intellectual level of the children.

b) with little thought to critical evaluations of the books.

c) in consideration of subject relevancy at all times.

d) that integrate  with ongoing topics in kindergarten classes.

9. When considering the amount of time devoted to reading


aloud and discussion, the authors found

a) from the perspective of the time devoted to it, the read-aloud program was a dominant aspect of the curriculum

b) a significant amount of time was spent in discussion after the readings.

c)  c) the read-aloud program was totally insignificant in all classrooms studied. 
d) d) that read-aloud experiences 20 minutes or less in length were used in most classes.

10. Which of these statements may be inferred from reading


paragraph 15

a) The use of varied follow-up activities by teachers after reading allowed for creative activities.

b) The use of few follow-up activities by teachers after reading aloud, limited the scope for creativity.

c) Dramatizations were used extensively by teachers after reading aloud.

d) Most teachers used follow-up activities after all reading aloud experiences.

e) Although teachers used few follow-up activities, these may have revealed some creativity.

11. Give paragraphs 16, 17 and 18 your own sub-title

12. From paragraph 18, we may conclude that if this is the situation in so-called best classrooms.   In other more typical situations, what might occur?

13. Translate the following sentences into Hebrew:

Paragraph 10: Although the likelihood of a read-aloud experience was somewhat higher in the kindergarten and primary grades (76%) versus the intermediate grades (69%), the pattern is more positive than previous studies have suggested.

 Paragraph 22: Drawing literature together that "leans on" other literature ​whether connected by genre or theme or topic - allows readers and listeners to explore interrelationships among books, to discover patterns, to think more deeply, and to respond more fully to text.

