The Professional Learning Journey

Developing reading skills and enjoyment through guided reading and parental engagement.
Amy Smith

Introduction
This report is based on research and strategies implemented in a primary school to develop pupils reading skills. It had been identified that pupils reading skills were below the national average, and in the setting used for this research, reading standards were deteriorating with a downward trend over the past three years in the Foundation Phase, with Key Stage Two reading skills staying consistently above 70% although predictions for this academic falling below the 70% end of key stage level 4 standard being met.  (Appendix 1)

Literacy is one of the most important skills that needs to be developed in young children as reading will have a significant impact on pupils learning across the curriculum. This has been identified by Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Education and Training in Wales (2009) who states “Reading and writing are at the heart of pupils’ learning. These skills are vital to educational achievement.” 

Before considering ways to develop pupils reading, it was important to recognise what strategies were already being implemented within the school and discuss why these may not be having the required impact on the pupils reading development. Several factors were considered during the preliminary research including inconsistency between the delivery of guided reading sessions and the amount of guided reading sessions being implemented; lack of understanding of reading strategies to support pupils; pupils’ negative attitudes towards reading leading to disengagement and parental engagement with educational activities being very low or negative. This then helped to develop a plan to be followed for guided reading, including continued professional development (CPD) for all staff and ways to engage parents and promote reading for enjoyment with the pupils. 

Within the foreseeable future, exciting changes are happening within our current education system. Donaldson’s (2015) views on education and embedding a cross curricular approach within all areas of the curriculum will hopefully change how pupils learn within Wales, therefore, reading will continue to be a crucial part of pupils’ education to be able to access and transfer skills to all areas of the curriculum and have a positive education experience, regardless of their economic background. 

During this report, the school name in which the research was carried out will not be disclosed for anonymity purposes. Any data collected to support my research and findings will also be anonymised following the guidelines in the BERA (2018) document. The school name and ethical issues have a small relevance to my research, however, the research model I have undertaken is the focus for the report and not the school. 

Literature review

Reading is one of the most important skills a child will need to work within the four purposes from the new curriculum in Wales and become ‘ambitious, capable learners who are ready to learn throughout their lives’ (Donaldson, 2015). Many researchers including Allignton (2009) identify that practising any skill, whether it may be reading, writing or numeracy will have an impact of that skills development at the pupils learning pace. Therefore, I believe that regular reading will help pupils to develop their reading skills and understanding, although this needs to be approached with caution as “Not all students automatically improve their reading just because we give them time to read more.” (Routman 2003 pg 86)  Pupils need a structure to follow and guidance. Many parents and pupils believe because they can read most words in their book, they are reading the correct text for them. Reading is a complex skill which involves a deeper understanding, and this is something that through my research I am trying to develop with the pupils. 

Guided reading has been a strategy used for many years around the world. Allignton (2009) recognises that pupils who struggle with reading need to access high quality text in small groups. Guided reading is a strategy that helps to facilitate small group reading where “a teacher guides students through a text, which may be at a slightly more difficult level that students could read on their own” (Oczkus, 2018 p172)

Guided reading strategies have been proven to be successful in research undertaken by Cooper and colleagues ( 2000, in Oczkus, 2018 p176 ) where the pupils being taught using the guided reading model “performed significantly better than those in the control group”  This literature and research implies that guided reading is a strategy that can help to improve pupils reading skills and development. 

Furthermore, Antonacci, P (2000) refers to guided reading as the best way of teaching reading to ensure pupils develop at an appropriate pace. Her research is largely based around Vygosky’s zone of proximal development (ZPD) which is where a child is learning and applying skills with assistance but is close to achieving them independently. The guided reading model should challenge pupils to use skills they have with teacher scaffold and guidance but to be able to access some of the text independently.

However, the question to be considered is ‘Will guided reading work for all pupils from all backgrounds?’ To answer this question, it is vitally important that all facilitators use the same guided reading model and that teachers understand the theory behind the strategy as explained by Biddulph (2002) some teachers believe that they do not need to know the theory but understanding the theory behind and approach is vital when making an impact on a child’s learning.  Therefore, the teachers delivering the guided reading model in my school received training with a theoretical understanding. 

Other factors considered when discussing how to engage pupils to develop their reading skills was parental engagement. Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1997), suggest that specific barriers can influence a parent's involvement with their children’s education. These can include: Parent and family factors, child factors and parent-teacher factors. The parent and family factors, I believe, have an impact on pupils from disadvantaged areas with high deprivation. These can include parents having a lack of confidence in their own ability, therefore feeling embarrassed to engage in educational activities with their children. The parents can often feel isolated and believe that they will not be able to support their child. An important quote I feel all teachers and educators should consider in their own practice is “When parents think that parental involvement is not valued by teachers or schools, they are less likely to get involved” (Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler 1997 pg28) 
This leads me to believe that teachers and educators can also have a major effect on parental engagement and involvement and raises the question ‘Am I approachable?’ ‘Do I show parents that their involvement is valued?’ 

Children often view the world through their parents' eyes; parents having a positive relationship with teachers and schools will therefore help children to have a positive outlook. Therefore, inviting parents to engage with reading activities may contribute to helping pupils develop their reading skills and read for enjoyment.
Methodology 
Considering the positive research found around guided reading; the guided reading model was the main intervention implemented in the school used for this research. Many pupils attending this school are from socially deprived families and many have complex home lives. The baseline for these pupils is significantly below their chronological age and many enter school with limited language skills resulting in a delayed start to learning. Research carried out states “that over the past two decades research has produced extensive results demonstrating that children who get off to a poor start in reading rarely catch up” (Lentz, 1988 and Neuman & Dickinson, 2001 quoted in Laquinta, A Volume 33,Issue 6, pp 413–418) This is an ongoing concern in today’s society with many pupils starting school life below their expected milestones. 
The school decided that a consistent approach was to be undertaken within every class from Reception to Year six. A ‘reading roundabout’ was developed and written into the school’s policy, where pupils take part in a variety of activities linked to the development of reading skills and strategies for 30 minutes every day.  Routman (2003) recognises that teachers often worried what to give other pupils to do when a group were guided reading with the teacher and warns teachers “against just having kids “do a lot of stuff’”. Many of the teachers delivering guided reading in the school had the same concern. It was important to plan the activities to ensure that the tasks being given to the pupils were purposeful. These activities include guided reading with the class teacher (following the agreed model); an individual reading session with the class teaching assistant focusing on specific reading strategies such as decoding, making connections, phonetics; comprehensions with their independent groups; role play; games and reading through music.  

In addition to guided reading, the KS2 staff introduced whole class novel sessions. Each class listen to their teacher read a novel, choosing a wide range of authors, for ten to fifteen minutes each day. This ensured that all pupils had the opportunity to listen to an adult they respect read with enthusiasm, creating a positive and enjoyable atmosphere linked to reading, which many of the pupils unfortunately don’t experience in the home environment.  

Another intervention, which was introduced and linked to this schools SIP- Priority four (School Improvement Plan) was parental engagement workshops. Through school research it was found that parents or carers of the pupils would attend school events such as Christmas concerts, fetes and class assemblies, however, the number of parents engaging with parent meetings or anything based around the pupils academic achievement, were significantly lower, this raising concerns within the school. Hoover- Dempsey and Sandler (1997) analysed a range of studies which show that parental involvement in a child’s education will have a positive effect of the children’s learning and ultimately on the child’s school success.

The parental engagement workshops were integrated into class assemblies, as the evidence had shown parents attend these events. Parents were invited by their children to stay and participate in activities. The activities have been linked to reading and literacy skills including creating story maps, historical research using an online quiz and descriptive language to describe pupils school experiences e.g a residential trip. This is beginning to break down barriers between teachers and schools as identified by Hoover – Dempsey and Sandler (1997). 

Findings and analysis
Guided reading, parental engagement activities and reading for enjoyment strategies were implemented from January 2019. Throughout this time, evidence was gathered to monitor any impact the strategies were having on pupils reading development. Learning walks, triad observations, pupil’s view, reading data were collected and analysed. 

From my research, empirical evidence suggests that pupils’ enjoyment of reading within school has increased. During the KS2 learning walk it was evident that the pupils in all classes were engaged, confident with their reading roundabout activities and enjoying. Within the lower KS2 classes 89% said that they enjoy reading in school and listening to the class teacher. The children expressed that they liked it when their teachers ‘make the character voices’, ‘bring the story to life’ and ‘when listening can see the pictures in their head’.

Further evidence from the learning walk indicated that guided reading was starting to make an impact on pupils reading skills. The focus guided reading group, working with the teacher, were comfortable with the guided reading model, able to use the strategies such as decoding, visual clues and explain how they would overcome any reading difficulties using the reading strategies that they had been taught. In the older classes, more complex reading skills were being practised through the guided reading session. Pupils were making complex inferences about a character independently using higher reading order strategies. It was evident that the teachers within these classes had taken the pupils slightly beyond their zone of proximal development (ZPD) and had provided scaffolds earlier in the term which now enabled the pupils to be able to access tasks independently and confidently. This correlates to Vygotsky (1978) theory that when a child is given instruction slightly above their zone of proximal development, they will then be able to take that concept and use without adult support. 

Before undertaking any research, the school used termly reading ages as a formative assessment throughout the year. The reading ages of pupils were not improving consistently for all pupils and didn’t have an answer to explain why reading wasn’t improving. As a school we had been implementing guided reading for many years, however, as recognised in the preliminary research, some classes were having regular reading input whereas others weren’t; different levels of training accessed by teachers and different guided reading models were being followed. 
Was guided reading not working for our pupils or was it because of the inconsistent approach?

As part of my analysis to find my answer, the reading ages data were collected from a sample of 6 pupils in year 2, year 4 and year 6. The pupils were randomly chosen at the start of the research (January 2019).






Year 2 data (figure 1)

                    [image: ]
 [image: ]Figure 1 shows the progress made for each tracked pupil between the Autumn term and end of Spring term, with guided reading being implemented from January 2019. The reading tests are introduced in year 2, therefore, there was no data over a longer period to be compared. However, this does indicate that the guided reading with a consistent approach has had an impact on the pupils. The graph shows that 5 pupils have made a 4 month improvement on their reading age, which is an equal amount to the time that guided reading had been implemented within the class.

Year 4 data (figure 2)
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Figure 2 further supports the argument that guided reading does have an impact on pupils reading skills. The pupils used in figure 2 have been completing reading assessments in previous years, therefore, data from three terms has been used to inform my findings. The graph shows that all six pupils made limited progress between Summer 2018 and Autumn 2018. After the guided reading strategies being implemented for 4 months all the pupils, except pupil 4F have progressed and reading ages raised by 6 months or more. Pupil 4F made good progress between Summer and Autumn and then there has been a significant decrease during the research time. 
Further discussions with the class teacher will be arranged to investigate whether there are any other factors that may have contributed to this decrease or if the guided reading strategy is a contributing factor. 





Year 6 data (figure 3) 
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Figure 3 also demonstrates the progress made in an additional KS2 class. Again, there is data over three terms, with progress either not being made (pupil 6a) or pupils reading ages decreasing (pupil 6b) between Summer 2018 and Autumn 2018. After guided reading had been delivered through the suggested model from the CPD training, it is evident that the pupils reading has significantly improved and all the pupils reading ages are now within 6 months of their chronological age. With continued guided reading sessions taking place over the next two months, I am confident that these sample pupils will reach their chronological age for reading. 

Guided reading monitoring through triads further indicated that guided reading was making an impact. Triads were chosen as an effective method to monitor the teaching of guided reading within all classes. The triad approach was seen as a sharing of good practice strategy rather than a judgemental observation. Carter (2013) argues that if one professional leads an observation then personal opinions can influence the outcome of the observation, where as if more than one person is taking part then that dialogue at the end of an observation is beneficial for all parties in the triad. 

After reading all the feedback from the triads it was clear that all teachers were following the same guided reading model, ensuring all pupils are having the same input, with differentiated texts, whether they are 4 years old or 11 years old. Each class teacher had planned purposeful tasks (Routman, 2003) for the reading roundabout, and again the enjoyment observed in the learning walk earlier in the term, was still seen in the pupils during the triads observations. 
My final piece of research was based on parental engagement, which is still in the early stages. From parents reluctance to attend parent consultations and any activities relating to their child's academic achievements, and the knowledge of the family backgrounds in my setting. It was evident that many parents lack confidence in their ability and find it difficult to communicate with school staff.
Through fun and exciting activities integrated into class assemblies, there has been an increase in parents and carers attending parental engagement workshops in both foundation phase and KS2. To ensure that parents feel valued (Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler 2007), parental engagement workshops have been celebrated and shared on the school website and social media site.  The pupils' feedback has been positive as well as the parents who have said they have enjoyed being involved in the activities with their children.  
However, my research has also indicated that foundation phase classes have had more parents attending that KS2, which leads to more questions such as ‘Do the parents believe it’s more important to attend when their children are younger?’ ‘Are the parents of the older children worried that the activities maybe harder?’ or ‘Do parents believe that older children don’t want them to attend?’ This has been identified as an additional barrier to effective parental engagement and involvement in pupils education by Hornby,G and Lafaele, R (2011) and is an area I will continue to research further along my journey. n

Conclusion
Every child learns in a different way and will develop at a different pace to their peers. As educators it is our responsibility to find strategies that help pupils to improve and have the skills needed for their future. Reading is one skill that is vital for pupils to further develop in not only literacy, but all aspects of the curriculum and their adult life. It will open opportunities for them to succeed later in life and follow their aspirations and dreams. 

The guided reading model that was adopted within this research has shown to make an impact on 94% of the sample pupils chosen. Further indications in other year groups has shown that it is having a positive effect on pupils' attitudes to reading and their enjoyment. This has shown in teacher data with improvements in reading ages. However, the research will continue over the next year to see the impact and analyse the data trends for all year groups when the guided reading model has been implemented for a whole year. 

From my research there are some pupils making more progress than others and one pupil (figure 2) as mentioned earlier has not made any progress during the implementation of guided reading. This does raise queries as to whether the guided reading model will work for all pupils, of all ages and from all economic backgrounds. 

To summarise, I believe that the implementation of a consistent approach to the guided reading model, and the findings from my research has confirmed that it is an effective strategy for the majority of pupils. This answers my original query about why pupils weren’t making progress when we had been implemented guided reading in previous years and determines that it was highly possible that it was the inconsistent approach between teachers and year groups that was one of the contributing factors. There are still areas that need to be explored further to identify other strategies for the pupils continuing to not make progress and to further engage parents in reading with their pupils at home. 
As an educator, I feel my role is to enthuse pupils to want to learn and explore in all areas of the curriculum and the guided reading model has supported me to bring text to life opening a magical world for the pupils to explore. I am passionate to continue this journey with the children. 
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 Appendix 1

Foundation Phase LLC Outcome 5 and Outcome 6
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KS2 Reading Level 4 and Level 5
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