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The six elements of effective reading instruction don’t require
much time or money—ijust educators’ decision to put them in place.

Richard L. Allington
and Rachael E. Gabriel

wery child & eeader” liss een the goal

al inskrction, educaion research, and

reform for at least thyee decades. We -

now now more than ever bout Luw to

accounpiish (s poal. Yed lawsiudents in
thie United Stutes tegalily veesive (T Test veading
instnetion vee Tanoss Ticna b v,

instead, despite good intentions, educators often

male decisions about mstruetion that comnpromise
orsupplant the Kl ol experienees all childven
ueed Lo Become angnped, snecessiol veaders. This is
especially true for stuggling readers, who are much
less lilkeely thon theit peers to participate in the kinds
of bigh-cuality eteoctionst actvities tar would
e Lol ey Temo o ead,
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Six Elements for Every Child

Here, we outline six elements of instroction that
every chilll should experienee every day, Fach of
ez elemuenls can be inplenented o any districe
and any schonl, with any cunriealum or set of mate-
tials, and without additional fands. Al that's nec-
essary is for adults to make the devision toode i

1. Every olild mad_';r'\-rmrmﬂ!i:rgq e or she chooses:
‘Lhe research base on student selected reading

is robust and conchusive: Students read nuore,
understand more; and are mone Tikely (0 conlinue
veading wher they Tewe the oppovianity to chooss
what they read: Ina 2004 mela analysis, Guthrie
and Humenicle found that the two most poweriul
instructional destgn fictors ot unprovies weading
notivatton aud comgrehepsion swere (1 smdent
access to many bnoks and (2) personal chaice of
what to Tead.
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We're not saying that students should never read
teacher- or distict-selected texts. Dut at some Hme
every day, they should be able to choose what they
read.

Thc experience of choosing in itsel boosts moti-
Vo Inadr.htlﬂn, offering choice malzes it more

Llwly IIJ@I eiery: isder will be matched to a text

that b i she iy veAd well, TEstuclients initially
have trcn]ble. :i[lﬁnmnj:r texts that match their alsility
!Eve],'.md mﬁﬂ'&st tEBﬂhEH can provide limited
chaices to gmdf: 'H:em toward successtul reading
L,xpérir'whg Ty giving students these opporhmities,
Wi llt'"lp llwm rl&wlup ths ability to chowse sppro-
priate texts for themselves—a skill (hat denati-
callyi 1r[c1'ea5|=_. the Hlelihoad they will vead omtsida
:ﬁ_hn,:ul ﬂwy & Broadedos, 2001, Beis et al., 2007).

some teachers sy they God it diffiouls to provide
awade aelection ol fexts Decanse of budget con-
straints. Stramgely, there is always money available
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for warldheoks, photocopying, dnd com-
puters; et many schools cludom Gl they
Tz ooy Loodget Coor Bargee, inudtilewelecl
classroom Tlvales, This is inieresting
hecause vesearch has demomstrated that
aceess to self selected texts improves
students’ reading performance (frashen,
20110, whereas no evidenee indivates
Bk WLJ'I"HJf;(_rL.':, p]miuc‘s;pir_s, U -
stz Inrovial programs have aver done
an (0 ammingham & Stanovich, 1908;
Dynarskd, 2007).

There is, i Gecr, no vy ey ever
couledl, When we comzider thar the
typical 4th srade classroom has stodents
rescling anywhers from the 2ndd (o the
Oth grade vesding levels Gand el bee
prades have an even wider range}, the,
idea that one workhook or texthools
comld meet the needs of every reader ia
absurd (1Eargis, 2006}, Su, too, is the
felew Uil skeills developed through iso-

“Tared, workshest-hased skills peactice
and fllin-the hlank wocabolary quizzes
will transler to real reading o the
absenwe ol any evidence that they ever
Tave, If sehool privcipals elivainaled
the Tmdpet for workhooks and v
sheets and instead spent the money on
real bookes for classroom lbraries, Lhis
deeision could drmatically inprove
sindents' opperhimities 1o hecome Tl er
readers.

2, Tvery child veads acorately.
Crowe] readers vead with accinacy
almiost all the tine. The lase &84 years of
research on optimal tex difficulty 2
body ol research that began with Beus
(1949)—<consisiently demonstralis
the importanee of having shodents
read texts they can read accvrately and
urtclerstand. T fact, research shows
Chaat cescling sl B8 percent or higher
ancnvacy s essential for reading accel-
eratims Anything less slows the rare
of improvement, and anything below
90 percent seeneacy dossa'L opoove
vesndivg alality ai sl (Allington, 2012;
£h, LDreyer, Flummaan, & Gress, 2007).
Although the idea thet students read
bettenr whien ey vl e bias been

[ . 1] ]

stppurle] by studics for thie las 70
years, policies hal sinply increasa fhe
amieunt ot e allocated for sudents o
read ptten find mived results (Matonal
Reading Panel, 2000). The reason is
sirnple: 105 not just Uhe L spenl with
a ok in Tand, Tl e the infensily
and volome of high- success teading,

that determines a student’s progress in
learning b read (Alliuglon, 2009; Kuhn
el g, 2006,

When students read accurately,
they solidify their word recognition,
decoding, and word -anilysis skills.
Perhaps e g lant, They are Tikely
tovvmderstand what they read—and, as
a result, to enjoy reading.

Tn contrast, strugghing students whe
spend e s smount o e veding
leststhal they ran'l vead acenvately ane
ar a dissdvanrage in several important
ways. Tirst, they read less texe; if's slow
suing when yow encounter may words
ok chon'l e sk ly, Second,
strnmedivee veaders ave less likely to

w2

widlerstand [and theretore enjoy) what
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they reael. They aee kely o beconue
lrustrated whee cending s diffiondr
texta and thevefore to lnse confidence in
their word-atracly, decoding, or word-
recognition skdlls. Thus, wstruggling
eader and & swccesslal mader who
engag o the same L I-mimie inde-
pendent reading sessiom do niot neces-
sarily veceive equivalent practice, and
theyr e lileedy eo cxperience dilfers
uilones,

Sadly, strupsling readers gypically
encountet 2 steady diet of too-
chiallenging texts throughoul (e sehoc]
dhay ag They mesles haie weay Teeenigh
claszes (hat present prade-level material
Loy after hewr. Tn essence, waditional
instructional practives widen the gap
lietween reades,

4. Bvery child reads something

he or she understonds.,

Unelerstanding what yootve v isihe
pol el veading, Bu oo ofien, strugsline
searleis et inferventions fhat focus on
basic skills in 1solation, rather than on
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veading comnected fex for
meaning. [his commmon
misuse of intervention
time often arises from a
grave misinterpretation
of what we know about
et ling Jiffonllies.
i e Tindings of nenee-
| lagical restarch ae some-
Hines used to reinfores he
niotion that sone students
who sirugple 1o leam o
pirsit | isne shnply “wired dif-
fevenily” (Fanib, 2003)
and thus reguine Tarpe
amounts of isolated hasic
skills praicice. In fact, this
st researcly shiowes et
vervediation et v plu-
sizes vommpreliension can
change the shocture of
striaggling students’ brains.
Teller ard Juse (2006)
upsr] I Hging Lo exarmine
the hraing of singgling
readers hefore and afier
they received 100 hours of reme
dliativn—including lots of reading and
verentling of real exts: The white matter
of The stggling veadees was ol Tower
struetral quality han That of gl
readers betore the intervention, Tt it
improverl tollowing the intervenition.
Al thesie chianges in the siructure of
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~ the Tiraie’s while waller consistently

Tredicted increases in veading ability,

Mumerous other stadies (Aylward
et al., 2003; Krafick, Tlowers, Mapa-
Tieley, 2 Fdeny, 2011; Shaywilz et al,
20040 havve stppenied Keller aod Tost's
findings that covnpwehensive reading
nstoyction is associated with changed
elivilion patterns thit mitvor those
of ypical cenders, These stdies show
that it doesn'l fake peiosiipery or
hanging away af Tasic skills o el
the brain to develop the alality to vead.
1L taleess lots of reading and rereading
ol el Wt students fnd engaging and
cornprehensilile,

Lke fividings frorn Twai veseach
align well with what we've leamed
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[rorn studies of eading interren-
Lz, Regurlless of their fucus, larget
pupulation, o pubdisher, Interventions
sl seceterste wading developineul
romtinely devote al Teasi (wo-thirds ol
Iheiv 1inie fo veading and vrieacding
rather than isolated or comtrived skill
practice (Allington, 2011). These
findlings have been consistent for the
Last 30 years—yet the typical reading
inteivention usal in schools Loday Tas
strgpling readeis spending the ik of
their finie om tasks other than reading
ancl rereading actal texrs.

| TR ] | ||

rhe opportonicy to compose something
lomger than o tew sentences are sither
responiding to « teacher-selected prampr
or writing within « strict structural
formnda et lums even parugraphs and
essgys Inlo D-in-the-blank exercizes.

A acdults, we seely il ever wrlle o
a pwemp, and wee almosl never wrile
abont something we dom't koo 2l
Writing iz called compasition for a good
resson: We actually compase (construce
sorneihing wiioue) when we wiite, The
POty Lo connpose conlinons Tl
ahonit somaethivg meaninghl #5oek pos

Students read more, understand more, and are

more likely to continue reading when they have

the opportunity to choose what they read.

Stodies of weemplary clemenany
teachers Muiler suppont e Tiding
that mere authentic veading develops
better resders (Allingron, 2002; Taylar,
Pearson, Peterson, & Hodrignez, 2003).
In these large-scale national studies,
esesrchiers foond that shodents in more-
ellective teachers’ classiooms spent a
larper pevcentage of veading instnie-
tiorsl time actually reading; students
in less-elfective teachers” classrooms
speni more Time using workshiesls,
amswering low-lavel, literal quesiions,
or completing hefore-and-after veading
activities. In addition, exemplary
Leachkiers were more lileely to diffeventiate
instouction so Tt 4l weseess bad bools
they comtled aciuadly read seonately,
thrently, and with understanding,

4. Every cliiled writes about something
personilhy meaning/ul,

T alass vaiions o schools aeross
several shakes, we ravely see studenls
writing anything more than hll-in-the-
blnle ar shor-snswer res ponses duing
i vesaching Tlocle Those wha do have

@

something nice to have when there's
[ree e after & test or st the end of the - -
sehwool year, Writing provides a different
ekl y i T wliteh (o practies T
shillz and strategies of veading foran

aathendic pnprse,

When students write about some
thing they care about, they nee conven

- twns of spelling and gramay becanse

it vngtbens o Meerg Chat Qesie Tedens ae
communicated, vt Becanse they will
lose points or see red inle if they don't
{Cunningham & Cunninglsem, 2010).
Thsy B Lo Lhink ghout whast words
will st corrpey (heir idess (o theie
teaders. They have to encode these
words using letter pattems others will
recognize. They have to make sure they
st punciigtion s way that will help
thedr veades westand which woirds
s foed Tae, whieisa thomglil sials and
ends, and what emotion goes with 6
They have to thinl about what they
lenow abour the structure of similar
Tesds By st b Uhedn page o organive
their deas. This process 5 especially
important for stupghing readers becausz
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it produces a cornpreliensiliiie st
that the student can vead, vevead, and
analyze.

. Kyery childd talls with peers about
reading amd wrirfng.
Research bas dememstrated il con-
versation with peers improves compn:-

Pretisbon and engagement with rexis in g
varieiy ol sellings (Cazden, 1088). Such
Hirerary conversstion does not focus

on recalling or retelling what studenls
reael, Ruther, it asks students o analyae,
cunmnent, anl compare  in short, m
think ahout what {fusy've e, Tall,
Webb, and Chudnwsky (2000) lound
Betler outcomes when kids simply
tallad wille u peer abour what they read
than when ey spent the ssme amovnt
of class time highlighting impuortant
infunmulion sfter reading,

Shnilarly, Mystrand (2006) reviewed
ihe vesearch o engaging soedents in fie
erate comversal o sl noted that even
small amoanes of such conve zation (10
ininies g day) improved standardized
Lot seores, regardless of smudents’ faily
hackproumid o vesadicg level ¥et strug
gling veaders weve e Tesst Tlkely w
dlistcuss dhaily what they vead with pesis

This was often becanse they were doing
xlen Dusic-skills practice instead. In
class discussions, steageling readers
were inote Tikely 1o T aslaad Tieesd
questions abaur what they had vesd,

e prve they "ot rather than (o e
engaged in a conversation about the

T T stuclents wtalle about their
readivgs and wiiling is perTuwps oue
of the most imdenised, yel easy-lo-
implement, elements of instruction, It
dloesn’l vequire any specisl materials,
special baining, or even arge amounts
of time. Yet it provides measnealile en-
efits in comprehension, mativarion, anid
even languspe competenes. The task of
swilchiog belween wriling, spealdng,
reading, and Tisrening haips studeols
malee commections hetwesn, and s
solidify, the slcélls they use ineach, This
mslees peer conversaticn espedally
irpontant for Toglisl langusge learmers,
anarher populatios that we raely ask Lo
talle shout what they read.

&, Fvery child listens (o a fhient

aedult reaed alowed.

Ligtening to an adult medel Huen
reating incresses stuclents' own Hueney

T4 ECovcoartawitl Ledvescne hanen 20172
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anrl cownprehension sldlls (Trelease,
200073, 25 well as cxpanding Lheir vorcab-
ulary, Tackerowid knowledge, sewse
of story, awareness of e aond lext
striactore, snd comprehension of he
texts read (W 82 Samuels, 20048

et fewr teachers shove Ist grade
rea] slond to their students every day
(Jaceds, Monison, & Swinyaed, 20000,
This high-impsct, Tow-inpol stiategy
is another undemsed componenl of
the kined of instruction that supports
readens, Wi categordze it as low-tnpot
because, mmce again, 11 does nol requice
special materals or traiing; it simply
veuines o decision to vse class time
o eMfeclively, Bather than conducting
whole- class reading of a single fexl 1hat
fits fewr veaders, teachers should chonse
Lo spend & few minutes a day reading m
Mieie stuedents.

Things That Really Watter

et al e classroom instouction
wehave chmerved lacks these six
research -based elements. Yet i's ol
difficule to fnd the time and resourees
T implement them Tlere are a few
SngEresHons,

First, eliminate almost all worlsheeds
aned worlthooks. Use the menay saved 1o
prrchase bools tor classroom librmies;
tae e e saved for selfselected
reading, sellselectad wailing, Tiey
conversations, and ead-alonds,

Second, ban test-praparation activities
il rtevials from the school day.
Alhongly sales of st preparation
materialz provide abmnst two=thinds ol
the profit that testing companies eam
{Ctovin & Tvans, 2008), there are no
sidies demensieing that engaging =ii-
demrs 1 tesl prep evise inopeoosed theie
reading proficiency—or even their test
performonce (Guthrie, 2002). As with
elirnivting workbook completion, elim
inating fest preparation provides Line
amd money e spend on e things hal
really matter in developing readears

Ti's timue for the elements of effective
insluciion described heee w be oileeed
more conrEislanly ey child, i
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every schoal, every day. Hemernber,
adlults bave Lhe power to malke these
decisions: kids don't Let's decide to
aive them the kind of nstruction they
neeel, B
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