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ABSTRACT 

This thesis reports a research investigation into teachers' practices in, and 

perceptions of, guided reading in the National Literacy Strategy. The study 

was framed by two connected debates. The first debate concerns reading 

standards and has resulted in increasing centralisation of the education 

system, culminating in the National Literacy Strategy in 1998. The second 

debate concerns polarised models of the reading process. Recently, 

however, agreement has been reached such that contrasting models have 

been superseded by a more valid model of reading acquisition. 

The research design incorporated two strategies - one a survey 

questionnaire, the other a selection of case studies. A descriptive analysis of 
the survey data provided a broad picture of teachers' practices and 

perceptions in relation to guided reading. The findings indicate that teachers' 

practices in guided reading generally adhere to NLS guidelines. Findings 

also suggest that teachers are generally positive about the effectiveness of 

guided reading and report confidence in its implementation. Analysis of the 

finer detail of guided reading in classroom contexts suggests, however, that 

there are not only variations in teachers' practices but also differing 

interpretations of its nature and purpose. Moreover, such are the variations 
that its effectiveness in raising standards may in some contexts be 

compromised. 

Some teachers would benefit from an expanded version of the 'searchlights' 

to reflect a 'stage' model of reading acquisition. Additional guidance is 

suggested with regard to: selecting texts that promote productive reading 

strategies; coaching to fully exploit each part of the guided reading teaching 

sequence; and help in connecting guided reading with the other components 

in the NLS reading programme. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The National Literacy Strategy (NLS) was established for England and Wales 

in 1998. One of its pedagogical components is 'guided reading' - an 

instructional context in which the teacher works with a group. Primary teachers 

are recommended to carry out guided reading on a routine basis replacing the 

usual practice of 'hearing children read' in a one-to-one context -a practice 

which Bullock had recommended children experience 'several times a week' 

(DES, 1975). 

However, a government evaluation of the fore-runner to the NLS - The National 

Literacy Project (NLP), pointed to g... uncertainty in the minds of teachers about 

the precise nature of guided reading and their contribution to it... ' (OfSTED, 

1998 p. 6), adding, '... it remain[s] a weaker aspect of the Literacy Hour, with a 

significant minority of teachers needing further advice and support... ' (ibid., p. 
8). Moreover, following an evaluation of the first year of the NLS, OfSTED 

concluded, 'many teachers still do not fully understand what their role should 
be in guided reading' (OfSTED, 1999, p1 5). 

Unlike the National Curriculum (NC), the NLS is a non-statutory scheme of 

work (DfEE 1998a). So, in terms of whether to implement it, state primary 

schools could and can choose - its status is 'recommended' rather than 

'statutory'. In contrast however, the NLS is a statutory component of primary 
Initial Teacher Training (ITT) in England (Teacher Training Agency, 2002). 

Therefore, this study was carried out for the XXXX Primary ITT Partnership. Its 

aim was to find out what 'guided reading' is and also to find out how 'guided 

reading'was being implemented within the college's ITT partnership schools so 
that courses could be developed that met statutory requirements. 

School-based teachers and tutors contributed to the design of the research 

instruments. Partnership school-teachers participated in the study. Moreover, 

trainees undertook some of the administrative tasks connected to the data 

collection. 
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The following literature review aims to establish the nature and origins of 
'guided reading' such that a foundation for the study may be established and 

research questions formulated. 
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SECTION 1: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

, 
The Standards Debate 

For over thirty years, there has been debate about the standard of children's 

reading attainments in the UK. The results of this debate have included: an 

increase in centralised control of curriculum content and assessment by central 

government; greater use of school inspections; and most recently, guidance on 
how to teach reading. This section will outline the events that culminated in 

1998, with the introduction in England of the National Literacy Strategy (NLS). 

The NLS reflects a greater use of direct teaching than had been promoted as 
'good practice' over a thirty-year period. Such practice had Instead been 

influenced by ideas that focused on child-centred and more 'progressive ) 

individual approaches that date back to the late sixties. In 1967 The Plowden 

Report, Children and their Primary Schools (DES, 1967) was commissioned by 

the UK central government as a follow-up to the Hadow reports of the 1930s, 

one of which had stated: 

We are of the opinion that the curriculum of the primary school is 
to be thought of in terms of activity and experience rather than 
knowledge to be acquired and facts to be stored. 
(Board of Education, 1931, p. 39) 

Plowden was successful in disseminating the then widely accepted 
progressivist philosophy and its associated practices. Moreover, Plowden is 

generally considered to have been a powerful influence on primary education 
through the 1960s and 1970s (though, in fact, it had very little to say about the 
teaching of reading). 

However, in 1972, Start and Wells published a report that initiated concerns 

about reading standards (Moorehead, 1972). The report suggested that while 
reading standards, as measured by standardised tests, had been rising 
between 1948 and 1961, there had been a levelling off in the subsequent ten 

years. Central government's response to this was to set up the Bullock 
Committee. Its brief was to report on the teaching of English in schools and to 

suggest how teaching might be improved and standards raised (DES, 1975). 
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One recommendation the committee made was that new forms of reading 

assessment be found to replace the outmoded standardised tests commonly 

used to monitor standards in the 1970s. In response, the government set up 

the Assessment of Performance Unit (APU) to monitor standards. The APU in 

turn commissioned the NFER to develop appropriate reading tests. When 

Bullock did report, it was less directive about pedagogical issues related to the 

teaching of reading and its advice was generally cautious and eclectic. It 

commented: '... there is no one method, medium, approach, device or 

philosophy that holds the key of the process of learning to read' (DES, 1975, p. 

77). 

In 1976, however, public disquiet about teaching approaches in primary 

schools was heightened by two events - the publication of research that threw 

doubt on progressivist teaching approaches (Bennett, 1976), and the much 

publicised events at the William Tyndale ultra-progressive school in London. 

The same year, the Labour Prime Minister, James Callaghan delivered a 

speech at Ruskin College Oxford that raised questions about the effectiveness 

of different teaching approaches. He was also critical of the autonomy with 

which primary teachers exercised their role. 

In 1978, HMI reported a survey of primary schools. The results of a reading test 

that had been used in earlier monitoring ('pending the introduction of a new 

national monitoring system' p. 157) provided results 'consistent with a rising 
trend in reading standards between 1955 and 1976-77' (DfE, 1978, p. 84). 

Nevertheless, the subsequent period marked a turning point in the relationship 
between education and government. By means of a series of government 

interventions, teacher autonomy was to be progressively reduced in moves to 

introduce more structured teaching methods and to raise standards. What is 

more, there began a reform of Initial Teacher Training (ITT) such that it too, 

was to become part of major moves towards centralisation in the late 1980s 

and early 1990s. 

The National Curriculum was established with the Education Reform Act of 
1988 (DES). It gave the government unprecedented control of education 
through its statutory curriculum content - English in the National Curriculum, for 

example (DES, 1990) - and its programme of national testing. Also, since 
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1992, there has been a much more intensive programme of inspections in 

English primary schools by the government's Office for Standards in Education 

(OFSTED). 

All the while, reading standards continued to be monitored. The APU 

commissioned tests of reading and writing in 1979,1983 and 1988 for 11 year 

olds. The results of the reading tests, reported by Brooks et el. (1995), showed 

a slight rise between 1979 and 1983, and also a slight rise between 1983 and 
1988. However, by 1990, the standards debate rekindled when information was 

published claiming a decline in reading standards and contentiously linking 

these to inappropriate teaching methods and resources (Turner, 1990). 

Subsequently, a dip in standards was indeed reported in an NFER comparative 

study of 150 schools (Gorman and Fernandes, 1992). The dip was later found 

to have reversed by 1995 (Brooks, et el., 1997) but the controversy about 

standards did not abate. 1996 saw the publication of a report showing that 

many other developed countries achieved higher levels of reading attainment 
(Brooks et al., 1996). 

As the debate gained intensity, HMI, in association with some London 

boroughs, published the results of a survey into the teaching of reading. The 

report, The Teaching of Reading in 45 Inner London Primary Schools 

(OFSTED, 1996) contained damning criticism of both reading standards and 
the quality of teaching in some schools. 

At the heart of the problem is a commitment to methods and 
approaches to the teaching of reading that were self-evidently not 
working ... 

The bulk of time, moreover, in some of the weakest 
lessons was spent on hearing individual pupils read. While the 
overall input of time spent on this activity was high, the attention 
that could be given to any individual was so low that it was almost 
impossible for the pupil to receive any worthwhile direct teaching. 
(OfSTED, 1996, p. 8) 

Two aspects of reading teaching received most criticism. The first concerned 
teaching methods: there was a call for more 'direct teaching', which for 

beginning readers tended to be associated with phonics teaching. The second 
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area of criticism concerned 'wasteful' time management: individualised 

teaching was judged be inefficient as well as ineffective. 

In the same year, the WEE set up the National Literacy Project (NLP) involving 

15 Local Education Authorities (LEA) (Sainsbury, 1998). The project aimed to 

raise standards of literacy in primary schools by targeting two areas of concern: 

teaching methods and the management of literacy teaching at both whole 

school and classroom level. The NLP provided a term-by-term scheme of work 
for each year in the primary school. A daily 'literacy hour' was introduced within 

which there were to be episodes of direct instruction with the whole class and 

with groups. The programme included: shared text work; direct teaching at 

word and sentence levels; independent work in groups and teacher led guided 

reading and writing (ibid. ). 

The Labour Party, which had been in opposition since 1979, also began 

preparations to address the continuing debate about standards. It established a 
Literacy Task Force (1997a) pledging to raise the standard of reading 

attainments in particular. A comprehensive campaign -a national strategy - 
was proposed to bring about what were considered to be necessary changes at 

all levels of the primary education establishment. 

When, in 1997, 'New' Labour was elected, ministers immediately followed their 

pledge by announcing that the NLP would be extended to a national Strategy - 
the National Literacy Strategy (Literacy Task Force, 1997b). The measure 

served to bring yet greater centralisation to the literacy curriculum. It was 

established as a means of effecting more efficient classroom management and 
the use of teaching time, together with the adoption of direct instructional 

teaching methods within a balanced literacy programme. Such was the 

perceived urgency of the initiative, that its introduction involved a very brief 

initiation phase prior to full implementation in September 1998 (ibid. ). 

The National Literacy Strategy Framework for Teaching (NLSF) was published 

soon after the Strategy was announced (DfEE, 1998a). It set out the main 
features of the programme. Firstly, there was to be time dedicated exclusively 
to literacy teaching -a daily lesson, the 'literacy hour'. Secondly, the shape 
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and structure of the lessons was to be determined such that direct teaching 

continued throughout the lesson - some of it with the whole class, the rest with 

attainment groups. Pedagogy, however, was perhaps not fully rationalised. 

'The Literacy Hour is intended to promote 'literacy instruction' but this is not a 

recipe for returning to some crude or simple form of 'transmission' teaching' 

(DfEE, 1998a, p. 8, italics added). However, the statement was followed by 

what was a nonetheless crude list of 'teaching strategies': there was no attempt 

to set out the underpinnings of whole class and group literacy teaching nor was 

the purpose of the 'independent work' explained in detail. Curriculum content 

was expressed for the whole school in the NLSF by a term-by-term scheme of 

work which, it was implied, followed from the English Order of the NC 

(Stannard, 1999, p. 5). To support schools there was a training component to 

the NLS - the Literacy Training Pack (DfEE, 1998b) which was a set of detailed 

modules, together with a recommended training timetable. The pack contained 
training booklets, photographs, audio-cassettes and video tapes. 

The OfSTED inspection regime acted as incentive for most schools to comply 

with the government's strong recommendation that every school should 
implement the NLS unless existing schemes of work were at least as effective 
(Literacy Task Force, 1997b). Moreover, the NC national testing system was 

exploited as a means of setting targets for improved literacy standards. The NC 

tests are criterion referenced, replacing the initial formulaic criteria that had 

been established in 1990. The criteria are arranged as a series of 'level 

descriptions. Level 4 was originally designed to represent the modal 

attainment for eleven-year-olds - 'within the range 2 to 5' (DfE, 1995, p. 25). 

However, in the NLS, it became, instead, an expectation that 80 per cent of 

eleven-year-olds would attain level 4 by 2002. In the event most schools took 

the decision to implement the NLS. 

This part of the literature review has shown how the introduction of the NLS 

was embedded in a long-term debate about reading standards which 

culminated in a call for better managed literacy teaching and more effective 

instruction in whole class and small groups. However, the NLS was also 

embedded in a second debate - one connected to the content of the literacy 

programme itself: this is the focus of the following section. 
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All reading teaching methods are based on a conceptual i sation of the reading 

process. It is important, therefore, that the model of reading underpinning the 

NLS be investigated and its instructional approach examined. There follows, 

therefore, an outline of the recent debate about the nature of the reading 

process. 

The Readinq Process Debate 

The nature of reading skills and processes has been the subject of debate 

within academic and professional communities for many years. In the last fifty 

years the debates have been extremely polarised and it is only recently that 

some agreement has been reached. Debates that polarised conceptual i sations 

of reading skills and processes have compared bottom-up and top-down 

models (Chall, 1983a): bottom-up models emphasise perceptual skills and 

processes, whereas top-down models emphasise conceptual understanding 

and processes. However, the emergence of interactive models is beginning to 

lead to some reconciliation and certainly to a more valid model of reading 

acquisition. This section of the thesis will summarise some of the main issues 

in this debate and consider their influence on the NLS in general, and on 

guided reading in particular. 

All models of reading skills and processes share common ground: written 
English is alphabetic in nature. The alphabetic letters combine to represent 
language systems that include graphemes, morphemes, syllables, words, 

sentences and texts. It follows, therefore, that models of reading must account 
for ways in which readers access the information conveyed by all these 

systems such that the reading process results in meaningful communication. 

Bottom-up models of reading 

Bottom-up explanations of reading skills and processes are seen 'as 

developing from perception of letters, spelling patterns, and words, to sentence 

and paragraph meaning' (Chall, 1983a, p. 29). Hence in these models, 

perceptual processes dominate. A well-known bottom-up model is that of 
Gough (1972). His model explains a process whereby visual information is held 



9 

as an icon to be scanned by a 'pattern recognition device. The recognised 

characters are decoded phonemically and mapped to an internally stored 

'librarian'. When a string of 'lexical' items has been stored they are relayed to a 

I wondrous mechanism' which processes the string syntactically and 

semantically before it is next relayed to 'TPWSGWTAU' (the place where 

sentences go when they are understood). The reading process is complete 

when all text elements have been thus stored. 

The challenge for beginning readers, as Gough sees it, is the mastery of the 

alphabetic system leading to phonological knowledge that enables the reader 

to move swiftly from print to meaning. Whole word recognition is deemed to be 

inadequate: it is not sufficiently generative as it does not expose the reader to 

the essentials of how print works. 

LaBerge and Samuels (1974) also proposed a bottom-up model. It is a memory 
based system. Within the system are memory functions that represent visual, 

phonological and semantic information. Visual information is analysed and 

variously 'coded'. Likewise, semantic information is routed along different 

paths. 

Critiques of bottom-up models 
Rumelhart (1985) points to some of the shortcomings of bottom-up models. 
First, they cannot account for the way readers appear to use surrounding 
letters to interpret ambiguously printed letters. Second, grammatical knowledge 

seems to play a part in word reading that the serial nature of bottom-up models 

cannot accommodate. Similarly, semantic awareness influences word reading 

when interpreting homonyms, for example. Recently, bottom-up models have 

been modified but their proponents retain their claim that perceptual processes 

are crucial in reading. 

Top-down models of reading 

Top-down explanations of reading skills and processes propose conceptually 
driven, rather than print driven, models that place the reader in considerable 

control of the communication because s/he is anticipating the meanings of 

words and text in advance of reading. With such active expectations the reader 
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merely 'samples the text in order to confirm and modify initial hypotheses I 

(Chall 1983a, p. 28). 

Frank Smith and Kenneth Goodman are the two theorists most closely 

associated with top-down models of reading. Smith (1978), borrowing from 

cognitive psychology the concept of 'hypothesis-testing, suggests that reading 
begins with the reader making predictions about the likely meaning of text. 

Having established such expectations, the reader need only sample print 
features in order to confirm the predictions - the 'psycholinguistic guessing 

game'. 

Goodman assumes all readers share a natural tendency to makes sense of 
things so comprehension first (Goodman, 1967) signals the essence of his 

model. To that end readers are in constant search of 'cues' to meaning. 
Goodman draws parallels with speech acquisition that contains approximations 
to/of mature forms of language. Also, young children frequently generallse from 

what they have already mastered. Both these tendencies are interpreted as 

markers of language learning. In Goodman's model, readers approach text 

with expectations of the text's meaning - contextual information - that they 

supplement with selected print information. Goodman argues that much of this 

information overlaps, creating a degree of redundancy in the system, enabling 
the reader to exploit it strategically. This implies that teachers need to be aware 

of the ways they interpret and hence nurture early reading behaviours. 

Beginning readers are not expected to aim for accuracy or correctness so the 

print features of text do not need to be controlled. Instead, learners are 

encouraged to 'approximate' a reading of the text based on what they 

anticipate the text means. The implications for beginning readers are that 

overly contrived and controlled instructional reading texts present learners with 

mangled forms of the English language and hence do not support beginning 

readers. In other words, they prevent readers from exploiting their powerful 

syntactic and semantic knowledge in the process of guessing. Teaching and 
learning that follows from top-down models of reading tends to be associated 

with the concepts of 'emergent reading' , 
'reading for meaning', 9 contextual 

guessing', 'real books'and'whole language'. 
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Criticisms of top-down models 
Some critics of Goodman's top-down model pointed out that if readers are 

guessing words, they need recourse to information with which to confirm the 

guesses (Gibson and Levin, 1975). Other critics suggest that top-down models 

assume language to be far more predictable than it is. Gough's studies suggest 

that only one in four words, at most, is predictable when all succeeding text is 

concealed (Gough, 1981). Moreover, those words that are most easily 

recognised are also the most predictable. In other words, 'function' words, e. g. 
high frequency words, are easier to predict than 'content' words, e. g. nouns 

and verbs. 

Reid (1993) points out that Goodman's terminology lacks clarity in that he 

switches between terms such as 'predicting', 'anticipating', 'expecting' and 
'guessing'. As a consequence, the functioning of his system of cues isn't made 

clear. 

Smith's work received a detailed critique from Adams (1991) who describes a 

number of studies that expose flaws in his theory. For example, sophisticated 
technology provided evidence that readers attend to each letter in almost all 
the words in text (Just and Carpenter, 1987). Adams also (1996) points to the 

illogicality of assuming that the reader can establish so much of the text's 

meaning in advance of reading it. 

Interactive models of reading 

Interactive models emerged from the work of psychologists who exploit 

computer simulations in order to investigate the complexities of cognition. 
Essential to the models that emerged, is the concept of connectionism. A 

connectionist model is based on the assumption of learnt networks comprising 

neural connections capable of responding to perceptual or cognitive stimuli, 

with either a facilitating or inhibiting function. Connectionism is used to explain 
the primacy of print information for the development of rapid and reliable word 

recognition. Moreover, connectionism can similarly account for the 

comprehension processes that facilitate the understanding of word meanings, 
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sentences and whole texts via the readers general knowledge and knowledge 

about language (McClelland and Rumelhart, 1987). A connection1st model of 

mature reading skills and processes explains why skilled readers appear to be 

able to process information from many different sources all at once, in parallel. 

Rumelhart suggested a model at the centre of which is 'meaning'. Perceptual 

information enters the system from the 'bottom'. Top-down knowledge primes 

the system to expect upcoming information which the meaning processor either 

accepts or rejects. In her book Beginning to Read, Adams illustrates these 

mature processes in a diagram (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: The Reading Process 

Context 
Processor 

Meaning 
Processor 

zz 1% 

Orthographic 11 Phonological 
Processor I -. q Processor 

tt 
Print Speech 

(Adams 1990, p. 158) 

In this model the mature system is purely print driven: neither what she terms 

the 'context' nor the 'meaning' processors can 'kick-in' without some input from 

the 'orthographic' or 'phonological' processors. Moreover, the role of the 

'context processor' is directly connected to comprehension, not word 

recognition per se. Adams demonstrates that the mature system - that is, 

skilled reading - needs both top-down and bottom-up inputs for optimum 
functioning (Adams, 1991). Moreover, the following extract provides a neat 

rationale for guided reading: 
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In both fluent reading and its acquisition, the readers knowledge 
must be aroused interactively and in parallel. Neither 
understanding nor learning can proceed hierarchically from the 
bottom-up. Phonological awareness, letter recognition facility, 
familiarity with spelling patterns, spelling-sound relationships and 
individual words must be developed in concert with real reading 
and real writing and with deliberate reflection on the forms, 
functions and meanings of texts. 
(Adams, 1990, p. 422) 

Developing the interactive framework, Keith Stanovich (1980) proposes an 
'interactive-compensatory' framework in order to address reading acquisition 

and the skills and processes of beginning and less skilled readers. His model 
hinges on the reader's use of contextual or top-down information in the reading 

process. He suggests that contextual information can be used in two quite 
distinct ways. First, it can be used in reading comprehension: this is how, as 

illustrated in Adams' graphic, it tends to be used by skilled and fluent readers. 
Secondly, it can be used as an aid to word reading: this is often how beginning 

and less skilled readers tend to use it because less skilled readers have 

incomplete word reading capacities. For that reason, Stanovich suggests that 

beginning and less skilled readers compensate by looking to contextual 
information for help. In summary, when word-reading capacities are under- 
developed, inefficient or perhaps somehow constrained, all readers 

compensate by - or resort to - using contextual information. While such a 
tendency is inevitable at the very early stages of reading acquisition or, when a 

particular word is for some reason illegible, it is far from effective or efficient. 
Therefore, Stanovich (1986) points to the long-term benefits that accrue when 

word reading capacities are acquired early on. What is more, he warns that 

reading acquisition tends to be marked by slow and protracted progress when 
beginners remain dependent upon - that is, resort to using - contextual 

information to support word reading. He refers to this phenomenon as the 

'Matthew Effect', using a biblical analogy to illustrate how those who succeed 

rapidly in the early stages of reading acquisition, make the greatest gains in the 

long term. There are clear implications here for the nature of beginning reading 

instruction. Moreover, Stanovich suggests that the more children read the 

'smarter' they become which clearly has implications for readers' 

comprehension capacities. Hence, beginners who make a slow start in learning 
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to read are likely to be the victim of a double whammy. On this point 

Stanovich and Smith might concur - children 'learn to read by reading'. The 

implications of an interactive model of reading are that an effective instructional 

reading programme must combine'learning to read' with 'reading to learn). 

Criticisms of interactive models 
Interactive models tend to assume mature systems rather than developing 

ones: to extrapolate from such models involves some conjecture. Stanovich 

addressed the immature system with regard its poorly developed phonological 

processes, the implications of which are that beginning readers need to 

advance rapidly in that area. His compensatory model demonstrates how 

beginners might become over-reliant on contextual information to support word 

reading. Criticisms of the NLS 'searchlights ' will be examined in the following 

section. 

The reading debates discussed can be seen to have influenced national 

curricula in that the arguments through the 1980s for a top-down model clearly 
influenced English in the National Curriculum (DES, 1990): phonics received 

very brief mention in the sections related to reading. However, what was to 

emerge by the end of the 1990s was the broad consensus that both top-down 

and bottom-up information is crucial to reading processes. The implications of 

an interactive model of reading are that teaching techniques and instructional 

resources must be such that children quickly develop a full range of productive 

and reliable reading strategies - learning outcomes are likely to be depressed 

when progress is overly protracted. This consensus has largely determined the 

adoption of an interactive model at the heart of the NLS. 

The National Literacy Strategy 'searchlights' 

Influenced by the two debates outlined above, the NLS was to be a means of 

impacting on two key aspects of literacy teaching in order to raise standards - 
more efficient use of time by teaching to whole classes and small groups, and 

more effective instructional teaching methods. The following section will 

examine in detail the precise nature of the NLS reading programme and how it 
has been influenced by the debates outlined above. 
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Embedded in the NLS is an interactive model of reading processes. They are 

conceptualised as a set of 'strategies'. 

All teachers know that pupils become successful readers by 
learning to use a range of strategies to get at the meaning of a 
text. This principle is at the heart of the National Curriculum for 
English and has formed the basis of successful literacy teaching 
for many years. 
(DfEE, 1998a, p. 3) 

The 'strategies' are illustrated by means of a 'metaphor' (Stannard, 1999). The 

graphic in Figure 2 depicts the 'searchlights' metaphor, 

Figure 2: The NLS 'searchlights' 

phonic (sounds and spelling) 

+ 

knowledge of context No TEXT grammatical 
knowledge 

word recognition and 
graphic knowledge 

(DfEE 1998a, p. 4) 

John Stannard, the NLS national director, explained the functioning of this 

'general model of reading and writing development' in the 'searchlights' 

metaphor: 

It recognises that successful reading depends on the effective 
use of a range of strategies. Readers use these 'cues' to decode 
words and to get to meaning by predicting the text, checking and 
cross-checking, identifying and searching, problem-solving, active 
prediction and an ability to bring past knowledge and experience 
to bear. 
(Stannard, 1999, p. 6) 
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Stannard's description and his choice of terminology, however, might be 

interpreted as giving some priority to top-down strategies because they will be 

seen in upcoming sections of this review to echo Clay, and Fountas and 

Pinnell. Stannard went on to explain that teaching to promote strategy 

development, 

... equips children with as many of these searchlights as possible. 
Each sheds a partial light and together they make a mutually 
supporting system. The more searchlights we can teach children 
to switch on simultaneously, the less they will need to rely on a 
single one and the less it will matter if one fades or goes out. 
(ibid., p. 7) 

In contrast to the interactive model that, for example, Adams displays, the NLS 

'searchlights' do not explain the interrelationships between its 'phonic' and 
'word recognition and graphic knowledge' functions except in very broad and 

general terms. That being the case, the model or metaphor might be 

interpreted as merely an accumulation of information rather than a functionally 

interactive system. In that sense, the model offers teachers little guidance on 
the intricacies of the system - an understanding of which must surely be a 

crucial influence on teachers' planning, teaching, monitoring and assessment 
decisions. 

In addition, and in line with other interactive models, the 'searchlights' depict 

what appears to be a mature system: progress must be assumed to be the 

same across all the strategies in roughly equal measure and at roughly equal 

rates. Following a review of the first four years of the NLS, HMI raised this 

criticism: 

The searchlights model proposed in the framework has not 
been effective enough in terms illustrating where the intensity 
of the 'searchlights' should fall at the different stages of 
learning to read... beginning readers need to learn how to 
decode effortlessly, using their knowledge of letter-sound 
correspondences and the skills of blending sounds together. The 
result has been an approach to word-level work which diffuses 
teaching at the earliest stages, rather than concentrating it on 
phonics. 
(OfSTED, 2002, para. 58) 
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Discussion about the concept of there being 'different stages of learning to 

read' has not been prominent in the reading process debate (Beard and 

McKay, 1998). Stage models that have been proposed tend to refer only to 

word recognition (e. g. Ehn 1995). In essence, stage models assume that there 

are qualitative differences in the ways interacting processes function as the 

system develops. Jean Chall (1983b) proposed a stage model of reading 

acquisition in which she suggested that, at an early point in beginning reading 

acquisition, children's attention must 'become glued to the print - in order to 

achieve real maturity later. They [the children] have to know enough about the 

print in order to leave the print' (p. 18). This chimes with Stanovich's call for 

children's early control of phonological information. Chall's proposed attentional 

shifts are also similar in effect to LaBerge and Samuels' proposed progression 
from 'attention' to 'automaticity ) in processing (1974). There are also parallels 

with Gough's claim that reading is 'unnatural' so that instruction requires a 

measure of bottom-up contrivance (Gough and Hillinger, 1980). 

Later in their review, however, HMI (OFSTED, 2002) appear to diverge from 

stage model principles when they add: 'While the full range of strategies is 

used by fluent readers... '. On the contrary, there is now general agreement that 

skilled readers don't so much use 'the full range of strategies', as use them in 

different ways and for different purposes to unskilled readers. Specifically, 

skilled readers can use phonological knowledge in word reading but don't need 
to. Also, skilled readers generally use contextual information for the purposes 

of reading comprehension rather than to assist word reading (Oakhill and 
Garnham, 1988). 

In the NLS, the 'searchlights' underpin a reading teaching programme that 

incorporates three inter-dependent instructional components, all of which 
involve 'direct teaching' with either the whole class or with children grouped by 

attainment. In addition, all the instructional components are designed to 

contribute to the efficiency with which readers use strategies to access 

information from different sources - both top-down and bottom-up. The three 

instructional components of the programme are: 

" shared reading 

" phonics and word level work 
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guided reading. 

In addition, the guidelines for the management of time and teaching in the NLS 

programme determine that there should also be dedicated time for children to 

read independently - individually or in small groups (DfEE, 1998a, p. 13). This 

feature is again indicative of the inter-dependence of each of the programme's 

components. 

Shared reading 
The shared reading component was already familiar to some early years 
teachers as it had been 'imported' from New Zealand in the 1980s. It was 
based on Don Holdaway's 'shared book experience' using 'big books' 

(Holdaway, 1979). Shared reading with the whole class involves teacher 

modelling and demonstration in support of children's conceptual understanding 

of what reading is and is for. It supports mainly top down processes. For 

teachers new to it, it seems to have been relatively easy to implement and was 
judged to be the 'most effective element of the Literacy Hour' (OfSTED, 1999, 

para. 48). Perhaps some found the teaching techniques similar to those 

advocated in Waterland's individualised 'shared reading. 

Phonics 

Phonics teaching had for many years been an element in many school reading 

programmes (DES, 1975). However, it tended to be approached in a variety of 

ways and took, by the 1990s, many different forms in light of its becoming a 
less prominent feature of reading programmes (e. g. HMI, 1991). This was a 

result of the growing acceptance of whole language stances and was a 

reaction against direct instructional methods. HMI reported less satisfaction 

with its implementation in the NLS: it reported that it 'remains the weakest 

element' (OfSTED, 1999, para. 55). So, although phonics teaching was not 

new to teachers, its status in the NLS was to make substantial demands of 

teachers' subject knowledge (OfSTED, 2002). 
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Guided reading - what is it and where did it come from? 

Guided reading, on the other hand, was newer and proved more difficult than 

shared reading for teachers to implement. In their evaluation of the first year of 

the NLS, HMI concluded: 

... many teachers still do not understand fully what their role is in 
guided reading. Frequently, what took place was little more than 
pupils reading in turn, or the teacher hearing individual pupils 
read while the others in the group read silently. 
(OfSTED, 1999, para. 80). 

Therefore, it is first important to establish what guided reading is and what the 

teacher's role is within it. Guided reading has many advocates (Mooney, 1990, 

Bickler, 1999, Makgill, 1999). However, all its advocates regard guided reading 

as just one among a group of inter-dependent instructional contexts. More 

importantly, these various instructional contexts seem also to be underpinned 

not only by an interactive model of the reading process, but also by a model of 
learning. 

Guided reading and the other instructional contexts associated with it seem to 

have originated in New Zealand, grounded in Marie Clay's coaching model of 

reading strategy instruction. Early in her career Clay (1979a) developed a 

particular interest in supporting beginning readers who were experiencing 
delays and difficulties. Clay was influenced by top-down models of reading and 
drew on the work of Frank Smith and Kenneth Goodman. Combining this with 
her own extensive observations of children's early reading behaviour, she 
formulated her own views about literacy teaching and learning, describing 

reading processes in terms of interacting strategies which draw on both top- 

down and bottom-up information. However, Clay rejected the practice of 

isolated skills instruction, preferring to coach beginners in bottom-up strategies 

as they were engaged in the reading process itself - hence teaching as 

coaching. In her individualised literacy intervention programme - Reading 

Recovery (RR), beginning readers are taught to approach text strategically with 

the aim of gaining as much independence of the teacher as possible. Therefore 

the concept of 'independence' in reading has great salience in Clay's approach 

to teaching reading. For example, in the face of unknown or'problem' words in 

text, readers are coached in a repertoire of strategies that prompt a search for 
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information with which to 'solve' the problem words with as little assistance as 

possible. It Is not the teacher's role to point out children's errors or miscues or 

even to seek to correct them, but to ensure that the reader, by him/herself, 

detects and 'fixes' errors through a constant process of self-monitoring and 

self-correction. Teaching as coaching, therefore, has a significant meta- 

cognitive dimension. Hence, teacher-learner exchanges form the crux of RR. 

RR teachers receive intensive training enabling them to observe reading 
behaviour closely and to support children's 'searching behaviour' as they read 

connected text. Key coaching prompts are displayed in Clay's graphic (Figure 

3). Although the prompts appear to follow from an interactive model of reading, 
they reflect one which affords priority to top-down information. In other words, 

conceptual or top-down information appears to take precedence over 

perceptual or bottom-up information (Adams, 1996). 

Figure 3: Four types of cue to aid searching behaviour 

Sense, meaning 
Does it make sense? 

, 

1"ýý 

Letters/sounds expected 
What would you expect to see? 

Visual cues 
Does it look right? 

Structure, grammar 
Can we say it that way? 

(Clay, 1979b, p. 59) 

In New Zealand, guided reading seems to have evolved from RR. However, 

RR is designed to promote reading strategies in a one-to-one teaching context. 
In contrast, guided reading is designed to promote reading strategies with a 

group of children whose reading attainments are judged to be similar. From its 

New Zealand origins, guided reading - along with other associated programme 

components - was adopted in other parts of the world. Ohio State University in 
the US established a RR network in the 1980s and the university went on to 

develop its own mainstream literacy 'framework' 
, 

Early Literacy Learning 

Initiative, similar to those implemented in New Zealand (Fountas and Pinnell, 

1996). Its aim was to provide 'good first teaching' for all children by means of 
dedicated time set aside for each one of its programme components. It 

comprises eight instructional components - four for reading and four for writing. 
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A further component (special attention to letters and words and how they work' 

is designed to be 'woven through the other activities in the framework' (Fountas 

and Pinnell, 1996, p. 24). The four reading components are: reading aloud to 

the class by the teacher; shared reading; guided reading; and independent 

reading. All four components of the programme follow from Clay's model of the 

reading process. Moreover the components are embedded within a social 

constructivist pedagogical framework. Although Clay refers to Vygotsky in her 

later work, Fountas and Pinnell cite Tharp and Gallimore's work (1988) to 

rationalise the concept of assisted performance which they regard as 
fundamental to their literacy framework in terms of learning theory: 

Children learn by interacting with each other as partners and in 
small groups. The opportunity to talk with others while learning 
contributes to the rate and depth of understanding... Children 
learn to read and write through active engagement in authentic 
literacy ... 

The goal is for students to become self-managed 
learners who can take over the process for themselves. 
(Fountas and Pinnell, 1996, pp. 43-44) 

Figure 4 is a modified version of that provided by Fountas and Pinnell. It 

illustrates the assisted learning framework with its Vygotskian balance of 
teacher support and learner control in relation to the various components of the 

programme. Guided reading places the child in a position of increased control 

and independence of the teacher. 

Figure 4: Relationship between teacher support and child control 

Relationship Between Teacher Support and Child Control 

igh Support 

M 

Level of Teacher Control 

Level of Child Control 

Little/No Support 

Reading Aloud Shared Reading Guided Reading Independent 
Reading 

Support 

(adapted from Fountas and Pinnell, 1996, p. 26) 
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Fountas and Pinnell appropriated many of the teaching techniques associated 

with individualised RR, for the guided reading component of their programme. 
In their book Guided Reading: Good First Teaching for All (1996), they outline 

the routines, timetables, texts and techniques related to guided reading. They 

also make explicit that the foundations of guided reading lay in Clay's ideas 

about reading processes. For example, the authors draw on Clay's book 

Becoming Literate: The Construction of Inner Control (199 1). 

Our view of guided reading is based on Clay's theory of reading 
continuous text. Letters and words within continuous text offer 
different kinds of informational support than they do when 
isolated. The syntactic patterns of the language narrow the 
possibilities and make it easier for children to select and use 
graphic symbols. 
(Fountas and Pinnell, 1996, p. 163) 

Moreover, in support of their model of reading, the authors include numerous 

references to the work of Frank Smith and Kenneth Goodman. 

Guided reading sessions are clearly structured and organised. In terms of 

session frequency, Fountas and Pinnell recommend that beginning readers 
take part in three to five, 10-30 minute guided reading sessions per week - but 

preferably every day in the early stages: they recommend teachers set aside 

one hour per day for guided reading (ibid., p. 10). 

Criteria for selecting texts for guided reading are similar to those recommended 
for RR. Fountas and Pinnell suggest that texts be chosen for their instructional 

and motivational qualities. The authors present a selection of texts graded at 

sixteen levels against nine criteria: enjoyment and interest to the children-, 

accuracy and diversity in multicultural representation; breadth of type or genre; 

depth in the number of titles at each level of difficulty; links across the collection 
(common characters, authors, settings); quality of illustrations and their relation 

to the texts; content; length; format (ibid., p. 107-8). They offer further selection 

and grading guidance for teachers and suggest teachers consider each text's: 

length; size and layout of print; vocabulary and concepts; language structure; 
text structure and genre; predictability and pattern of language; illustration 

support (ibid., p. 114). There are no criteria related to spelling patterns. The 
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authors emphasise the concept of balancing support and challenge in text 

selection for guided reading such that 'balance' is at the hub of guided reading. 

Fountas and Pinnell suggest a challenge index represented by the expectation 

that children will read with 90 per cent accuracy following the teachers 

introduction and with the teacher's support (ibid., p. 6. ) The authors select texts 

for beginning readers so that reading behaviours can 'emerge' over time 

through a series of approximations to the text. For beginners, books are 

chosen to be 'information rich' and to provide 'clear clues to the meaning'. 
Beginning readers 'make the text fit the meaning [they] see in the 

accompanying picture' though they might at some point become 'aware of the 

mismatch between [their] meaning and the print' (Ibid., p. 157). 

Fountas and Pinnell's 10-30 minute guided reading sessions have three 

elements: before the reading; during the reading, after the reading. The 

teacher's role 'before the reading' is to 'provide a frame of meaning' in order to 

support children's 'thinking about the story so that comprehension is 

foregrounded' (ibid., p. 8). This is because 'good readers are fast, efficient 

problem solvers who use meaning and syntax as they quickly and efficiently 
decode unfamiliar words' (ibid., p. 18). The teacher does not 'pre-teach' new 

words but expects the children to 'be able to solve these words by anticipating 
the language and meaning and then checking their predictions against the 

visual information' (ibid., p. 140). Although the teacher may draw children's 

attention to specific words and letters in the text, the purpose is 'not simply to 

get the word right' (ibid., p. 167). 'During the reading' children 'check 

predictions against the print' (ibid., p. 16) and are coached in the use of 'a 

variety of sources of information while problem solving for meaning' (ibid., p. 
115). The authors provide a list of teacher prompts which they draw from the 

work of Clay, Goodman, Routman and New Zealand's Department of 
Education guidelines. An additional role of the teacher is to prompt children's 

self-monitoring: information should be 'consistent with [children's] 

understanding of what the text means... sense of language structure, or the 

visual features of words... ' (ibid., p. 152). Checking against print features 

seems to be a 'last resort' and is a clear index of strategy instruction with top- 

down priority. In chapter 12 of the book there are a number of transcripts and 

commentaries exemplifying the teacher's role as strategy instructor. The 
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exchanges between the teacher and each 'problem solving' child are quite 

lengthy as many of the children appear to be grappling with seemingly 

ambiguous contextual information, armed with only partial phonological skills. 

The children are encouraged to sample, 

... only some of the letters and figure out the rest of the word. The 
reader is learning how to use as much of the visual information as 
necessary and how to check the visual information (the letters) 
with the text to be sure the word also makes sense and sounds 
right. 
(Fountas and Pinnell, 1996, p. 168) 

'After the reading' the group talk about the story, personal responses to the 

story, check predictions made about the story and sometimes extend the story 
through drama or art work. Children may re-read the book to a partner or 
independently: 'Every day teachers make time in the schedule for children to 

engage in fluent, independent reading of familiar or easy texts' (ibid., p. 18). 

The organisation within the literacy framework enables children to read many of 

the guided texts 'again and again for independence and fluency' (Ibid., p. 2). 

In summary, the programme outlined by Fountas and Pinnell has two distinct 

theoretical foundations. The first is its underpinning model of the reading 

process which is 'interactive' but with significant top-down priority. The second 

is its underpinning model of learning which draws on the Vygotskian concept of 

assisted learning: within the ZPD the learner is supported towards unassisted, 

automatised performance (Tharp and Gallimore, 1988). So, while an Interactive 

model of the reading process explains what reading is, a social cognitive model 

of learning addresses what guided reading is for. 

The concept of 'assisted performance' originally evolved to explain the kind of 

'instruction' that takes place outside the school - in authentic settings like the 

home. It has since been generallsed to classroom contexts. But, Tharp and 
Gallimore warn: 

... a profound subject knowledge is required of teachers who seek 
to assist performance. Without such knowledge, teachers cannot 
be ready to promptly assist performance, because they cannot 
quickly reformulate the goals of the interaction; they cannot map 
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the child's conception of the task goal onto the superordinate 
knowledge structures of the academic discipline that is being 
transmitted. (Tharp and Gallimore, 1988, p. 50) 

In relation to the teaching of beginning reading, the relevant 'discipline' is the 

reading process, so that, the demands of guided reading on teacher knowledge 

are likely to be considerable. In other words, assisted performance is reciprocal 
in essence: assistance must be contingent upon what the teacher assesses the 

learner's needs to be. Tharp and Gallimore add that assisted performance is 
thought to occur 'naturally' in authentic settings, and often in a one-to-one 

context. It is rarely thought to occur in school settings: 'Most parents don't need 
to be trained to assist performance; most teachers do' (ibid. p. 58). It is 

interesting to note that, unlike RR, guided reading as an instructional context 
has never been the subject of any research or evaluation. Its effectiveness is, 

so far, purely conjectural. 

Guided reading in England 

Guided reading first entered UK primary schools in 1993 when the London 

Borough of Westminster introduced a programme of direct and focused literacy 

teaching - Literacy Initiative from Teachers (LIFT), similar to that outlined by 

Fountas and Pinnell - to six primary schools with high rates of disadvantage 

and multilingual learners, 'In part to reduce the cost of the Reading Recovery 

programme for weak readers, efforts were put into improving the classroom 

reading programme for all new entrants' (Sylva et al., 1999, p. 618). In this 

respect, LIFT has a lot in common with Fountas and Pinnell's literacy 

programme in that they both sought to extend what they saw as the benefits of 
RR to mainsteam classes, aiming to provide good first teaching for all children. 
LIFT included five components: literacy sessions -a daily literacy hour; shared 

reading with big books; assessment; independent group work; and guided 

reading - all 'consistent with Clay's model of reading' (Sylva et al., 1999 p. 
619). 

Hurry et al. (1999) carried out a detailed evaluation of child outcomes In the 

original six LIFT reception classes. Although the programme in the LIFT 

classrooms proved to be more effective than programmes In the study's 

control classrooms -a moderate effect size was calculated - the reading 
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attainments of the children in the LIFT programme exceeded those in the 

control classes in only five of the seven post-test measures. Specifically, 

children in the LIFT programme performed less well on tests that drew on their 

phonological knowledge and skills. This led the authors to question whether the 

teaching of phonological skills in the context of shared and guided reading was 
the most effective approach given emerging evidence that 'underlying 

weakness in the phonological area ... may become increasingly significant as 
time passes' (Hurry et al., 1999 p. 648). 

In a corresponding study, Sylva et al. (1999) carried out systematic observation 

in LIFT classrooms and reported an unexpected finding which relates to the 

theory of assisted learning outlined earlier. Each component of the reading 

programme was inter-dependent and this principle carried through into 

classroom practice by means of carefully planned timetables. They combined 

sessions of direct instruction by the teacher, with regular and routine sessions 
in which children had opportunities to read for themselves - either individually 

or in small groups. A finding which particularly interested Sylva et el. was that, 

as a result of teachers' 'impressive classroom management' children spent a 

great deal of time reading individually and in pairs: 'they engage in more 

collaborative literacy learning' (ibid. p. 630). The programme seemed to have 

succeeded in its aim to increase the time children spent reading connected 
text. However, the increase was not accounted for by increased reading time 

with the teacher, but by time spent reading individually and in groups. In 

summary, the teachers' classroom management not only established extra time 

for independent reading but it also seems to have established what appear to 

have been authentic, social settings for such reading (Tharp and Gallimore, 

1988). 

The LIFT programme was a strong influence on the NLP, which in its turn was 

the forerunner of the NLS. However, the reading programme within the NLS 

includes a much more significant phonics component. The NLS has been 

informed by findings that indicate the value of instructional programmes which 

emphasise grapheme-phoneme decoding skills (Beard, 1999). 



27 

Guided reading in the NLS 

Detailed guidance for the implementation of guided reading in the NLS is set 

out and exemplified in the Literacy Training Pack (DfEE, 1998b). There are 

three broad areas of guidance with regard to the sessions: 

" time management and teaching sequence 

" teaching techniques 

" texts 

Time management and teaching sequence 
The 'literacy hour' in general, and guided reading in particular, are designed so 

that teachers can manage time more efficiently and use more instructional 
teaching methods. In 1990, HMI noted that in schools 'listening to individual 

children read on a regular daily basis'was considered to be crucially important, 

but commented that this practice had the result that 'very little time could be 

given to each child. ' (HMI, 1991, para. 39) In the literacy hour guided reading 
'replaces the individualised teaching of reading' and is designed to 'provide a 

significantly higher degree of teaching time for each child' (DfEE, 1998b p. 17). 

Therefore the management and organisation of guided reading is likely to be of 

critical importance to the its effectiveness. Moreover, only the careful 

management of time within the sessions is likely to result in the most effective 

sequence of teaching techniques. Sessions are recommended to be conducted 

at a 'brisk pace' and 'take only 10 to 12 min(ute)s' (ibid., p. 20). Teachers at 
KS1 are to work with two groups within the daily literacy hour. Within guided 

reading sessions there is a sequence of teaching that has four distinct parts, 

each part associated with different teaching techniques: 

1. book introduction 
2. independent reading 
3. returning to the text 
4. follow-up 
(DfEE, 1998b, p. 18) 

The significance of time management in the NLS is further illustrated by the 

fourth part of guided reading, because, as in the LIFT programme, it is at this 

point that the teacher sets up crucial opportunities for the children in the group 

to re-read familiar texts independently and therefore easily and comfortably. It 

is also at this point that the guided reading component of the programme 
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connects with another of the programme components - dedicated, sustained 

periods of time for individual, independent reading. Without this inter- 

connection between the two components, the success of guided reading in 

particular, and the NLS in general, is likely to be compromised. Teachers must 
therefore be aware of, and in full control of, the management of time both for 

and within guided reading. 

The chart in Figure 5 sets out the typical teaching sequence for guided reading 

with 'beginning and less able readers' (DfEE, 1998b, p. 21). Set alongside each 

part of the session are recommended 'teaching techniques' (ibid., pp. 42-44). 

The main aim of each session is to foster 'independent reading': children 

reading 'by themselves, for themselves' (DfEE, 1998b, Module 4, p. 17). 

Teaching Techniques 

The recommended teaching techniques promote the reading strategies 

associated with an interactive model of reading. Moreover, the teaching 

techniques within each part of the session are dedicated to supporting different 

reading strategies in different ways. 

Book introduction'. Teaching techniques recommended for the 'book 

introduction' appear to support both top-down and bottom-up reading 

strategies. The techniques serve to establish expectations about the text which 

support the children's comprehension of both word meanings and the text as a 

whole. For example, teachers can draw children's attention to new or unfamiliar 

vocabulary in the text. They can also prime the interactive system for any 

upcoming ambiguous vocabulary - homonyms, for example. This is crucial to 

comprehension. Teaching techniques in this part of the session also support 
bottom-up strategies: teachers are advised to point to 'known words' and 'new 

words' thus 'ensuring children can recognise them' (Figure 5). In contrast, the 

teaching techniques in Fountas and Pinnell's 'book introduction' appear to 

promote a good deal of top-down contextual guessing. 
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Figure 5: Typical teaching sequence and teaching techniques for guided 
readina at KS1 in the NILS 
Sequence of Beginning and Less Able Readers Teaching Techniques 
Teaching 

- introduce title, cover and discuss - keep this brief and lively 
Book expectations - stimulate and motivate 
Introduction - quickly work through book page by - talk through illustrations 
(2 or 3 minutes) page looking at pictures, talking - make predictions about 

through sequence, language the story; list predictions 
patterns, settings, characters, - relate own experiences to 
significant events etc. in the text the text. What do we know 

- demonstrate book handling, point about ... ? 
out and use print concepts in the - clarify concepts and terms 
process that may be barriers to 

- identify: meaning. What does the 
known words i. e. words word 'selfish 'mean? 
met in previous texts - set focus question. What 
new words i. e. those with did the giant do that was 
special significance - selfish ? 
locate them in the text, 
ensure children can 
recognise them 

- reinforce a 'recipe for self- 
Independent - children read aloud at their own help'. Children need to 
Reading pace know what to do if they 
(5 minutes) - teacher monitors and supports to come across a word they 

maintain pace, accuracy and cannot decipher. A 
sense suggested approach to 

- during the reading, teacher notes word 'attack' might be to: 
several key points for the group - try to sound it out 

- teacher assess individuals as they phonernically 
read - recognise how parts of the 

word or familiar spelling 
rhymes (sic) 

- use known letter/sound 
correspondences and 
predict from content and 
grammar to see what 
might fit 

- check prediction against 
spelling pattern 

- draw attention to 'print 
Return to the - discuss story: characters, events, detail' using 'focus taken 
Text places etc.; find significant words from the NLSf' 
(conjecture again - return to points 'raised in 
3-4 minutes) - use discussion to reinforce book discussion'. What did the 

and print concepts giant do that was selfish? 
- discuss words that cause - discuss whether 

difficulties predictions were right or 
- find rhyming words, words starting not 

with the same sound, words - share responses to the 
beginning with letters in children's story 
names etc. - list new words on the 

board 
- re-read the text for 

Follow-up - set follow-up independent re- 'extended involvement 
(conjecture 1 reading task with the text and 
minute) reinforcement of all they 

have learned and applied 
through guided reading' 
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7ndependent reading strategy check". The meta-cognitive dimension of guided 

reading is represented by the 'recipe for self-help' or strategy check. This is 

recommended as a prelude to 'independent reading' and it too gives priority to 

self-help strategies that focus on information from the print rather than the 

context. Instead of guessing unknown words from context, teachers are 

advised to prompt children to use contextual information merely as a check 

after having first attended to familiar letters and spelling patterns. 
Unfortunately, there are no sample prompts given (Figure 5). But, teachers 

formulating their own prompts to bottom-up information might pose such 

questions as: 'Can you see any letters/letter strings/chunks you know? ' or 
'Does it look like a word you know? ' or 'Sound it out then blend the sounds. ' 

The choice of prompt will of course depend on what for the readers are 

manageable phonological, morphemic and orthographic features of the 

unfamiliar word. In summary, and in contrast to the prompts in the RR 'strategy 

check', instructional exchanges in support of word recognition are likely to 

prioritise attention to letters, letter strings and syllables rather than to reinforce 
beginning readers' tendency towards contextual guessing. Of course, it is very 
difficult to promote bottom-up strategies if instructional texts contain a 

significant number of unique, irregular, polysyllabic and generally 

unmanageable words or spelling patterns. Therefore, word level features in 

instructional texts for guided reading in the NLS are likely to have great 

salience if the intended balance of productive reading strategies is to be 

fostered. 

'Retum to the text. In the third part, 'return to the text' the content of the text 

again becomes a key focus followed by some revisiting of new words or other 

print features. Again, there is a balance of instruction directed at the finessing 

of both top-down and bottom-up reading strategies. 

'Follow-up': The fourth part of the session has significance in two important 

respects. First, it follows from learning theory (assumed to underpin the NLS 

reading programme). The purpose of this part of the guided reading session is 

to promote individual, independent (of the teacher) reading within authentic 

settings. Sylva et al. (1999) considered this a noteworthy feature of the LIFT 
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classrooms. Children appeared to benefit from the time that the teacher had 

set aside for reading individually or in small groups. Secondly, this part of the 

session follows from the model of the reading process which underpins the 

NLS. The model assumes that re-reading familiar texts leads to independence 

(automaticity) in reading; re-reading easy texts (Adams, 1990) increases 

fluency and enhances text comprehension. Many texts have multi-layered 

meanings, some of which even skilled readers can 'miss' on first reading. The 

NLS advises that teachers direct children to re-read familiar texts enabling 
'extended involvement with the text and reinforcement of all they have learned 

and applied through guided reading' (Figure 5). Hence, this final part of the 

session is an essential element of not only the guided reading session itself but 

also of the NLS reading programme as a whole. 

Texts 

The recommendations regarding the structure, teaching sequence and 
teaching techniques for guided reading in the NLS follow generally from an 

interactive model of reading. However, the recommendations for guided 

reading texts are less convincingly complementary to that model. Three broad 

criteria relating to text selection for beginning readers are addressed in the NLS 

documentation. First of all, teachers are advised to consider the word level 

features of text: 'usually reading scheme books in a series of graded difficulty 

with cumulative vocabulary... ' (DfEE, 1998b, p. 9). The Literacy Training Pack 

(DfEE, 1998b, Module 4) elaborates by re-commending books with a' graded, 

cumulative vocabulary i. e. words that children will meet again in subsequent 
books Further guidance suggests that, 'Early Guided Readers 

should... normally be based on a reading scheme to ensure some continuity 

and cumulative build-up of familiar vocabulary' (ibid., p. 19). However, it could 
be argued that the advice regarding the word level aspects of text selection 
does not go far enough: the terms, i graded, cumulative vocabulary' and 
'familiar vocabulary' are open to a variety of interpretations. The meaning of the 

term, 'familiar vocabulary', might be interpreted as referring to the Irregular, 

non-decodable 'high frequency' words in books. Or, it might be interpreted as 

referring to 'content words' in books - those often held constant both within and 
between 'reading scheme' books or sets of non-scheme books, and which 

relate to familiar characters and settings. A surprise omission, however, is the 
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dearth of advice on ways to connect ongoing phonics instruction with 

connected text reading. Phonics teaching in the NLS has a high profile. 
However, phonological knowledge and skills have to be regularly applied for 

connections to be strengthened and automatic word reading achieved (Adams, 

1990). Is the potential of the NLS reading programme in some way 

compromised by its neglect in advising teachers to consider including texts with 

some manageable phonological, morphemic or spelling patterns? HIVII 

commented on the value of such texts in its review of the third year of the NLS, 

In the best guided reading sessions, teachers ensure that pupils 
read texts which are matched well to their reading level and which 
give them opportunities to apply the strategies which they have 
been taught.... including applying the phonic knowledge and skills 
they ha[ve]d gained ... ' (OfSTED, 2001 a, para. 47) 

Additional, and potentially valuable advice about instructional texts is available 
in the NLSF sections related to text 'range'. Teachers are 'expected to select 

texts... within this range' and for the Reception year this includes: 

Fiction and poetry- a wide variety of traditional, nursery and 
modern rhymes, chants, action verses, poetry and stories with 
predictable structures and patterned language. 
Non-fiction: simple non-fiction texts, including recounts 
(DfEE, 1998a, p. 18) 

Within this range of texts there is a great deal of scope to include some texts 

within which spelling patterns are to some extent controlled. The inclusion of 

poetry and rhymes of various sorts, for example, would enable children to 

apply phonic knowledge . 

The second set of NLS criteria guiding text selection for guided reading, relate 

to sentence and text level features. The Literacy Training Pack recommends 

books with a 'sensible grammatical structure, i. e. familiar and predictable 

structure, sequence and sense' together with 'a lively and interesting content' 

(DfEE, 1998b, Module 4, p. 19). 

The third criterion for text selection is grounded, if not fully explicated, in the 

strategy's pedagogical underpinnings rather that its model of the reading 
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process. Fountas and Pinnell refer to Vygotskian leaming theory in their 

rationale for guided reading, aligning it with the concept of assisted 

performance. In contrast, the NLS does not address this element of its 

programme in any detail. Nevertheless, the NLS advice contains a great deal of 

what is common in the writings of Clay, and of Fountas and Pinnell. 

Select a text that is at the children's instructional level; not too 
easy; just difficult enough to be a challenge. Remember that the 
children are active problem solvers. They expect to meet 
challenges in reading, but also expect to overcome them. Too 
many problems and there may be a decline in interest. 
(DfEE, 1998b, Module 4, p. 42) 

However, the terms 'challenge' and 'instructional level' are open to different 

interpretations. Unless teachers are familiar with either the practice of RR or 
the theory of social cognition, this task matching might prove demanding. 

In summary, guided reading in the NLS appears to be grounded in an 

interactive model of the reading process. Teaching techniques are designed to 

foster reading strategies that exploit both top-down and bottom-up information 

in and about the text. Shared reading is a teaching context within which 
teaching techniques foster mainly top-down strategies: teachers model and 
demonstrate what reading is and is for. They address the conceptual and 

contextual elements of learning to read. Teaching techniques used in 

systematic phonics instruction that promote whole word recognition and foster 

reading strategies that exploit bottom-up information. Finally, guided reading is 
'at the heart of the literacy hour' (DfES, 1998b, p. 17). It Is central because it is 

the point at which the strategy instruction that has taken place in both shared 

reading and discrete word-level teaching can be brought together or 
'orchestrated', in independent, authentic, connected text reading. Guided 

reading must enable children to apply, and therefore consolidate, strategies 

that exploit both top-down and bottom-up information. 

However, although the NLS guidelines relating to teaching techniques are 

consistent with an interactive model of reading, the guidelines for the selection 

of texts are not. They do not address word-level features of text with reference 

to spelling patterns. This points to possible neglect of the inter-dependent 
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nature of the programme as a whole. There is a danger, therefore, that such 

neglect might affect learning outcomes. For example, Hurry et al. (1999) 

suggested that the LIFT programme might have benefited from a stronger 

phonics component. It might be conjectured that the NLS programme would 

benefit from greater connection between its phonics component in the literacy 

hour and children's independent reading of connected text. 

Text selection is therefore an issue that merits investigation not only because it 

may determine what goes on in guided reading itself but also because of its 

relationship with the other components in the NLS beginning reading 

programme as a whole. 

Teaching Reading: The Prevailing Context of Practice and Perception 

The debate about reading standards, outlined earlier, had been taking place at 

national level among politicians and statisticians. Likewise, the debate about 

the nature of reading had been taking place at an international level, largely 

within the academic community. At the same time, communities of teachers, 

teacher trainers and LEA advisers had been exposed to a number of events, 

trends and publications which were clearly influential in determining 

perceptions and practices with regard to the teaching of reading leading to a 

set of orthodoxies. What, therefore, were the prevailing perceptions of reading 

processes and the prevailing practices in the teaching of reading at the time of 

the NLS's introduction? How might such a context have influenced the way in 

which teachers interpreted and implemented the NLS in general and guided 

reading in particular? What kind of tensions might be caused by the prevailing 

orthodoxies as teachers set about meeting the new demands posed by the 

NLS in general and guided reading in particular? Six such areas of tension are 

proposed. 

First, teachers' perceptions and practices are likely to have been Influenced by 

the model of reading underpinning the National Curriculum of 1989 which was 

largely top-down. In English for Ages 5 to 16 (DES, 1989), chapter 16, 

'Reading', opens with a quotation from Frank Smith. This is followed by the 

statement: 'Reading is much more than the decoding of black marks upon a 
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page: it is a quest for meaning and one which requires the reader to be an 

active participant... (paragraph 16.2). The proposed Programme of Study (PoS) 

for reading in the same document outlines the detailed provision to be made for 

Key Stage 1 (KS1) and states that children should be guided so as to, 

" build up, in the context of their reading, a vocabulary of words 
recognised on sight; 

" use available cues, such as pictures, context, phonic cues, 
word shapes and meaning of a passage to decipher new 
words-, 

" be ready to make informed guesses, and to correct 
themselves in the light of additional information, eg by reading 
ahead or looking back in the text; 

(ibid., para. 16.23) 

There are clear echoes of the 'psycholinguistic guessing game ) in this extract. 
Although the model was substantially modified in 1995 following the Dearing 

revisions (DfE, 1995), most of the debate surrounding the NC at that time 

concerned issues connected to curriculum overload rather than pedagogy or 

the nature of the reading process. 

A second feature of prevailing practice and perception connected to the 

teaching of reading concerns pedagogy. The status of direct teaching might 
have been influenced by the non-statutory guidance that accompanied the 

introduction of the NC (National Curriculum Council, 1989, para. 9.0). In it was 

a list of what constituted the role of the beginning reading teacher. It included: 

organising opportunities for reading; being a model of reading behaviour-, 

engaging in discussion about books and reading; being 'a support, helping 

children to use all available cues to make sense of their reading. The teacher 

is set in a largely facilitating role to which Margaret Donaldson (1989) alluded in 

her reference to a 'minimal teaching movement . 

Following from the above model of reading and perceptions about pedagogy, 

the third feature of the prevailing context relates to the teaching of 'phonics 

The National Curriculum 'Attainment Target 2-. Reading' contained the following 

in a statement of attainment at level 2 (the end of KS1), ' Pupils should be able 

to... use picture and context cues, words recognised on sight and phonic cues 

in reading (DES, 1990, p. 7). Phonological skill might have been interpreted as 
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a less important reading strategy -a last resort. Moreover, direct instruction in 

discrete word level knowledge and skills did not feature in the NC non-statutory 

guidance (NCC, 1989). With so little attention being paid to bottom-up skills 

and processes, the direct teaching of phonics was unlikely to have been 

prominent in 1998. Therefore, until teachers became more confident about the 

benefits of phonics teaching they might be hesitant or less competent to teach 

phonological knowledge and blending skill and less confident in prompting 

children's application of that knowledge and skill. 

The fourth feature of the prevailing context is to do with the prominence of 

individualised teaching. Most teachers carried out the long established practice 

of 'hearing children read' in a one-to-one context, a practice which had rarely 
been questioned (Arnold, 1982). The teacher generally listened, perhaps 

pointing out errors. It did not tend to be viewed as significantly instructional in 

nature and its status is perhaps reflected in the common practice of delegating 

the task to additional adults in the classroom - including parents. Although the 

practice is considered to provide few opportunities for sustained, independent 

reading, its salience for teachers might have been strengthened by 

Waterland's individuallsed 'apprenticeship' approach. So, whilst teachers in 

New Zealand and elsewhere, were pioneering more structured approaches to 

the teaching of reading involving more focused instruction with groups of 

children, reading in authentic contexts, UK teachers were perhaps continuing to 

favour individualised approaches. 

The fifth feature of prevailing practice and perceptions concerns books. Most 

school book stocks appear to have been an eclectic mix combining both 

graded schemes and non-scheme books (HMI, 1991, para. 6v): the scheme 

representing an instructional 'core' (HMI, 1989, para. 9) and the non-scheme 
books a sequence of levelled bands, often 'colour-coded'. HMI, however, found 

no evidence to suggest that the Waterland-inspired 'real book' approach... 'was 

taking the country by storm' (HMI, 1991, para. 77). Instead, HMI went on to 

report a 1993 survey finding that 'all teachers used structured reading schemes 

as the backbone of their approach to the teaching of reading (OfSTED, 1993, 

para. 38). Some teachers' continuing preference for a 'core' scheme might be 

explained by the publication by the Oxford University Press in 1986, of the 
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Oxford Reading Tree (ORT). It must have appealed not only to teachers who 

wished to retain a core reading scheme but also to those persuaded to 

embrace some of the principles and practices associated with 'reading for 

meaning', 'shared reading' and 'real books'. Moreover, its rationale had all the 

hallmarks of the 'psycholinguistic guessing game' model of reading. The 

Teacher's Guide I (Oxford University Press, 1986, p. 6) describes its approach 

as 'whole language' employing the 'story method'. It continues, 'when we read 

we use information from the context to predict what is to come, confirm it, and 

carry on'. ORT components and resources include 'big books' for shared 

reading; extended versions of key stories to promote discussion about how 

books work and what the stories mean; sentence cards containing high- 

frequency words for reading in context; short stories with a close picture-text 

match for both shared and independent reading. The graphic representing the 

ORTs underlying sequence, 
MEANING 0' SENTENCES 00 WORDS/LETTERS 

is seen to reverse the sequence underlying 'most vocabulary-control led 

schemes' (ibid. ). In the ORT books, high-frequency words and words related to 

the characters and settings are the ones that are held constant within and 
between the books but there is no control of word count as in traditional 

vocabulary controlled schemes. Instead, the high proportion of unique words in 

each book is deliberate because 'nouns are context words and should not be 

considered key words' (ibid., p. 10). Therefore, the stories contain unique 
'content'words whose recognition is prompted by contextual and picture clues. 
It was a marketing triumph and as such was likely to represent a powerful 
influence on both practice and perceptions relating to the teaching of beginning 

reading. 

In summary, during the 1980s and 1990s teachers' perceptions and practices 

relating to the teaching of reading were embedded within a largely top-down 

model of reading. Beginning readers might have been expected to rely quite 
heavily on contextual guessing as a reading strategy - one that is now viewed 

as neither reliable nor productive. The design of the most popular core 

instructional book resource - ORT - reflected both the prevailing models of 

reading processes and reading acquisition. In other words, books like those in 
the ORT scheme were likely to foster contextual guessing rather than a 
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balance of top-down and bottom-up reading strategies. Teaching methods 

were more likely to be facilitative rather than instructional. The teaching of 

phonics was more likely to be indirect and incidental rather than direct and 

systematic. Lastly, 'teaching' was more likely to be individualised and 
frequently shared with additional adults in the classroom. 

In contrast, the NLS is embedded in an interactive model of reading and 
therefore emphasises the role of phonological skills and processes. Teaching 
techniques for guided reading, for example, echo this model in that teacher 

prompts are designed to direct children's attention to print related information in 
support of word reading, and contextual information in support of 
comprehension. Instructional texts are needed to provide opportunities for 

children to access both the top-down and the bottom-up information. Beginning 

readers are not expected to rely on contextual guessing but to use a range of 
increasingly reliable and productive reading strategies. Moreover, in the switch 
to guided reading, the class teacher must be prepared to take full responsibility 
for all the teaching in the literacy hour - including the guided reading. Teachers 

must adapt to focusing attention on all the members in a group of children 
rather than on just an individual child when 'hearing children read' in a one-to- 
one context. 

The sixth and final tension that is proposed concerns the management of 

change. Educational change generally takes place against a background of 

prevailing practices and perceptions. When, however, the implementation 

phase is preceded by an initiation phase -a period in which teachers can 

prepare and receive appropriate training and coaching (Joyce and Showers, 

1980) Implementation is likely to be facilitated. As mentioned earlier, the NLS 

had no such initiation phase. Participating teachers had only the summer term 

of 1998 to prepare for its implementation in September 1998. Moreover, the 

'cascade' training received early criticism (OISE/UT, 2000). To what extent, 

therefore, might these factors have affected teachers' confidence in their 

competence to implement the NLS in general and guided reading in particular? 
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Given these areas of potential tension, this study seeks to find out about 
teachers' practices in, and perceptions of, guided reading, following its 

implementation in their classrooms. 
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SECTION 2: RESEARCH PROBLEMS AND QUESTIONS 

Tensions Related to the Implementation of Guided Reading in the NLS: 
the research problem 

The literature survey included a review of recent debates relating first, to 

national reading standards and second, to the reading process. The 

introduction of the NLS was shown to be embedded within both debates. 

The review also noted that outside the mainly academic and political contexts 
of such debates, there were certain orthodoxies relating to the teaching of 
reading that prevailed in English schools. In considering the implementation of 
guided reading at KS1, six potential tensions were outlined and it was 
suggested that they resulted from the sharp differences between prevailing 
practices and perceptions, and those enshrined within the NLS in general and 
guided reading in particular. Moreover, coupled with the rapid implementation 
timetable that the government 'recommended', such tensions may have been 
further heightened. The tensions fall into four broad areas constituting the 

research problem and from which the research questions emanate. 

Management and organisation for teaching reading with groups of 
children 

The first broad area concerns the management of time for the routine and 
regular teaching of groups of children rather individuals. Teachers are likely to 
have been switching from the traditional practice of 'hearing children read' in a 
one-to-one context, to direct teaching with a group. 'Hearing children read' had 

also frequently been delegated to additional adults. In contrast, the successful 
implementation of group teaching would rely on teachers being in full control of 
time management. As discussed earlier, the NLS Literacy Training Pack (DfEE, 
1998b) recommends that guided reading should take place during the literacy 
hour. Each session is structured so as to have four distinct parts and each part 
must be managed to allow time for: teaching the group; independent reading by 
the group, teacher monitoring, and supporting and feedback to each child in the 

group. Additional demands on time management are likely to arise as teachers 

perhaps assume increased responsibility for the teaching of reading. Finally, 

and crucially for the success of the programme as a whole, the last part of the 
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guided reading session requires teachers to manage the timetable so that 

there are opportunities for the children to re-read guided reading texts - 
perhaps individually and/or in a small collaborative group. This too involves 

careful and strategic management of time 

Teaching techniques 

The second broad area concerns the specific teaching techniques associated 

with guided reading which contrast with practices that might be associated with 
'hearing children read'. Whereas individualised 'hearing children read' might 
have placed the teacher in a reactive position, guided reading places the 

teacher in a far more proactive and purposeful role, in line with the concept of 

assisted performance. Moreover, each part of a guided reading session has its 

own particular purpose and related teaching techniques. Set out in the Literacy 

Training Pack, they are carefully worded to reflect the various processes 

associated with the interactive model of reading that underpins the teaching 

methods contained in the NLS reading programme. In summary, guided 

reading requires teachers to adopt a much broader repertoire of teaching 

techniques and instructional exchanges designed to foster two types of reading 

strategies. First, they must foster reading strategies that exploit bottom-up 

information in support of word reading. At this point, it is vital that teaching 

techniques are selected to foster the phonological skills that have been the 

focus during episodes of direct instruction. Second, teaching techniques must 
foster reading strategies that exploit top-down information to support the 

comprehension of both word meanings and the text as a whole: NLS teaching 

techniques are not designed to foster contextual guessing. Teachers may face 

challenges as they gain both an understanding of, and competence in, this 

particular repertoire of teaching techniques. 

Text selection 

The third broad area is connected with the selection of texts for guided reading. 
This needs to be based on two areas of teacher knowledge. The first is an 

understanding of the interactive model of reading that underpins the NLS. In 

other words, texts need to be chosen that enable children to develop reading 

strategies that exploit bottom-up information in support of word reading and 
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strategies that exploit top-down information to support the comprehension of 
both word meanings and the text as a whole. Therefore, teachers need to be 

aware of children's reading attainments and also the various qualities of the 

books in their stock. The second is an understanding of the dual pedagogical 

concepts of 'support and challenge' which are features of assisted performance 

in a social constructivist learning framework. Teachers need to know which text 

features represent support for reading performance and which challenge and 
finesse that performance. 

An additional tension might be related to the distinction between 'reading 

schemes' - which are referred to in the NLS - and 'real books'. Does this 

distinction have any current significance when it comes to selecting texts for 

guided reading? 

Teacher confidence 
Underpinning the above is the issue of teacher confidence in this newer feature 

of the NLS - guided reading. The NLS was introduced at some speed (Literacy 

Task Force, 1997b) and this may have compounded the demands on teachers 

implementing it. 

These problem areas were translated into the following research questions 

connected to teachers' practices in, and perceptions of, guided reading, around 

which the investigation reported in this thesis, was structured. 

Research Questions 

Teacher Practices 

9 How do teachers manage time for guided reading, time within guided 

reading and time to follow-up guided reading? 

o What techniques do teachers use to teach 'interactive I reading strategies? 

o What kind of books do teachers use for guided reading and how do they 

choose them? 

Teacher perceptions 

" How do teachers view the purpose and organisation of group teaching? 

" What are teachers' perceptions of the effectiveness of guided reading? 
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To what extent are teachers confident about implementing guided 

reading? 


