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BRENDA EPKEY, PEGGY GASKILL, 

KAREN GOSTOMSKI, & JENNIFER SMITH 

Strategies for Improved Literacy 

Brenda Epkey is a first-grade teacher at Carson City Elementary 
School. She has just completed her master's degree at Central 
Michigan University. Peggy Gaskill, Ph.D., is a professor in the 
Department of Teacher Education and Professional Development at 
CMU and is director of Michigan Schools in the Middle. Karen 
Gostomski is a Michigan School Readiness preschool and 
developmental kindergarten teacher at Vestaburg Elementary School. 
She has just completed her master's at CMU. Jennifer Smith is a 
reading recovery and Title I teacher at Eureka Elementary School in 
St. Johns. She has just completed her master's at CMU. 

A
s the United States enters the 
"knowledge era" of the twenty
first century, literacy programs 
are facing higher expectations 

than ever before. The nation has moved out 
of the information age and into the era in 
which information has become readily 
available. A literate person in the twenty-first 
century has the ability to access this 
information and apply knowledge gained at 
a phenomenal rate. In looking at the need for 
a balanced literacy program, at the questions 
and challenges facing our nation, and at the 
research, a model for an effective literacy 
program begins to emerge. 

The need for an effective literacy program 
in the early elementary grades is strong 
throughout the United States. The success of 
an elementary school is judged on the read
ing proficiency of its students. Therefore, 
reading is the top priority in elementary edu
cation. Early reading achievement is a very 
reliable predictor oflater school success. Too 
many children today are moving into the 
middle level grades without control of read
ing skills and strategies necessary for 
effective and satisfying uses of literacy. There 

is a discrepancy between the reading literacy 
performance of poor, minority, and non-En
glish-speaking children and that of white, 
middle class, majority children. An increas
ingly large number of people in America 
cannot read as well as they need to for suc
cess in life. An increasing number of students 
are considered learning disabled because of 
reading difficulties (National Academy Press, 
1998). Productive functioning in our society 
during the knowledge age will require higher 
levels of literacy than in previous eras, and 
these higher levels will be required of a larger 
percentage of the population (Braunger and 
Lewis, 1998). 

The National Reading Council (1998) has 
stated that the majority of reading problems 
faced by today's adolescents could have been 
avoided or resolved in the early years of child
hood. In response to this and other similar 
information, President Clinton issued the 
"America Reads Challenge," often referred 
to as "Goals 2000." 

The challenge: We must do more 
to ensure that every child can read 
well and independently by the end of 
the third grade. The America Reads 
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Challenge will accomplish this by 
marshalling the resources of entire 
communities - schools and libraries, 
religious institutions, universities, 
college students and senior citizens 
- to work together with teachers and 
parents to teach our children to read 
(United States Department of Educa
tion, 1998, p. 2). 

Michigan has responded to this challenge 
by America's leader through the development 
and implementation of the English language 
arts content standards and working bench
marks outlined in the Michigan Curriculum 
Framework. It is now up to the teaching pro
fession to examine the fit between reading 
instruction and the new higher standards for 
literacy. 

Evolution in Literacy and Literacy 
Responsibility 

Today literacy is considered to be an 
individual's ability to read, write, and speak 
English and to compute and solve problems 
at levels of proficiency necessary to function 
on the job and in society to achieve one's 
goals and to develop one's knowledge and 
potential. Literacy has evolved to suit the in
creasing demands of our personal, social, 
economic, and civic lives. 

The original definition ofliteracy was quite 
different from the understanding of the con
cept today. The beginning of specific literacy 
periods can be traced back to the American 
Revolution. Around the time of the revolu
tion, the need for a literate society was 
limited. People needed to know how to read 
and write their names. This period is often 
referred to as the time of signature literacy 
(Braunger and Lewis, 1998). 

Signature Literacy 
Signature literacy was followed by recitation 

literacy. This type of literacy concentrated on 
oral recitation of memorized text that was usu
ally religious in nature. Churches and schools 
with a religious, moral focus took the lead in 
establishing and fulfilling literacy requirements 
of the day (Braunger and Lewis, 1998). 

The need for today's definition of literacy 
began to take shape in the early twentieth 
century. This was a much higher standard of 
literacy that included the ability to read pre
viously unseen text. The decoding/analytic 
period of literacy resulted from a need to 
bring many more people into productive em
ployment and citizenship. The heavy influx 
of immigrants was a driving force behind this 
need for higher literacy standards. Educators 
also began to feel the momentous push to
ward the teaching of higher systematic 
lessons that strengthened literacy among the 
people as a whole. Classrooms placed a high 
priority on decoding individual words and 
comprehending the literal text. The same pri
ority has persisted well into the 1980s and, 
by most accounts, has been successful in 
teaching this type of literacy (Braunger and 
Lewis, 1998). 

Proficient Literacy 
Today, literacy has reached an even higher 

level. As society has shifted from the "infor
mation age" to the "knowledge age" the need 
for, and use of, literacy has changed. Basic 
reading abilities are no longer good enough. 
Literate individuals need to be proficient or, 
preferably, advanced as the United States 
enters the critical/translation literacy period 
of the twenty-first century. Proficiently liter
ate people should be able to extend the ideas 
of the text by making connections to their own 
personal experiences and other readings. The 
advanced literate person is able to construct 
new understandings by interacting within and 
across texts, summarizing, analyzing, and 
evaluating. Advanced literate people can use 
literacy for creative and critical thinking and 
for problem-solving. Strategies are con
sciously applied to texts in order to construct 
meanings from different perspectives and to 
understand how their meanings may differ 
from those of others (Braunger and Lewis, 
1998). 

This literacy shift to the critical/translation 
period has forced students, educators, parents, 
policymakers, and society as a whole to 
evaluate the effectiveness of reading instruc-
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tion within school systems. No longer is the 
primary responsibility being left to teachers, 
but rather entire communities need to be ac
countable for the literacy achievement of all 
individuals. 

This change in beliefs has been a cause for 
evaluation of school reading programs on a 
national, state, and local school district level. 
The "knowledge" period of society has 
moved literacy programs to a whole new level 
in the United States. In order to ensure suc
cess for children, schools must provide 
balanced literacy programs that use five in
terwoven and systematic strategies: reading 
aloud to children, shared reading, guided 
reading, paired reading, and independent 
reading. 

Balanced Literacy 
Programs Strategies 

Strategy 1: Reading Aloud to Children 
Routman ( 1994) states that "reading aloud 

to students is seen as the single most influen
tial factor in young children's success in 
learning to read" (p. 32). It is the simplest 
strategy to incorporate into any language pro
gram at any ability level, and it is cost 
effective, requires little planning, and results 
in few discipline problems. 

At least once a day, the teacher reads to 
the children a story that is above both their 
independent and guided reading levels 
(Williams, 1996). This allows the children 
to hear richer language and more complex 
language than what they can independently 
read. This will help them in preparing to 
read at a higher level. Also, reading aloud 
should include selections from many genre, 
both fiction and nonfiction. "By reading to 
children at school, you can approximate the 
experience of being read to at home" 
(Wright Group, 1990, p. 6). Make story 
time a relaxed, non-threatening time of the 
day in which the children know that the 
only purpose is to sit back, listen, and en
joy the story. If a time is set aside for 
reading only, children will come to under
stand the importance of reading. 
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Along with developing good attitudes 
about reading, the students will learn many 
things about books and reading during this 
time. Additionally, the reading strategy of 
reading aloud improves listening skills; builds 
vocabulary; aids reading comprehension; ex
poses children to diverse genres, styles, 
authors, and cultures; familiarizes them with 
basic reading conventions; and provides a 
chance to model fluent reading (Routman, 
1994). 

Strategy 2: Shared Reading 
Shared reading is a "step between read

ing to children and independent reading by 
children - the step where children learn to 
read by reading" (Depree and Iversen, 
1994, p. 34 ). Successful shared reading 
allows the reader to learn to read gradu
ally, rather than all at once. All children 
can become independent in reading mate
rial that would 
otherwise be too 
difficult to read. 
Shared reading is a 
"Methodology that 
allows less-able 
readers to function 
as readers" (Depree 
and Iversen, 1994, 
p. 34). Shared read-

"By reading to 
children at school, you 
can approximate the 
experience of being read 
to at home." 

ing was created in New Zealand to support 
children who had limited experiences with 
print prior to school. Holdaway ( 1979) de
scribed shared reading as "The unison 
situation properly controlled in a lively and 
meaningful spirit, [ which] allows for mas
sive individual practice by every pupil in 
the teaching context" (p. 129). 

The idea behind shared reading is to read a 
book over and over again on successive days. 
When researchers began to notice how much 
children liked to have the same books read 
again and again, they observed several pat
terns. "Young children's favorite books are 
usually highly predictable" (Schieper, 1995, 
p. 16). Predictability is what makes reading 
so engaging for children. The books "used 
for shared reading typically follow predict-
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able patterns: repetition, cumulative se
quence, known sequence, and rhythm and 
rhyme" (p. 16). 

Mooney (1990) has suggested that such 
predictable patterns "do not necessarily, or 
alone, make a book suitable for beginning 
readers" (p. 27). Suggested criteria for the 
selection of material suitable for use in shared 
reading include "the appeal of the book to the 
child, the worth of the idea, the appropriate
ness of the story's shape and structure, the 
effectiveness of the language, the authentic
ity of the story, the help illustrations give 
readers in gaining meaning, and the appro
priateness of the book's format" (p. 27). 

To use the strategy of shared reading, first 

The shared reading 
strategy has also 
been helpful in 
teaching children 
who speak English as 
a second language 

choose a book using the 
criteria suggested 
above. While choosing 
this book, remember 
that enthusiasm is con
tagious. Students are 
more likely to be ex
cited about a book if the 
reader is excited. Be-
fore reading the book to 

the children, take some time to discuss the 
cover, the title, and the author. Ask children 
to make predictions about the story. Give a 
brief introduction to the story and read it. 
Some children may join in reading during the 
predictable parts. During the second reading, 
which is usually Day 2, ask the children to 
join in reading whenever they like. During 
the second and each successive reading, point 
out things such as directionality, letters and 
words, high frequency words, illustrations, 
graphophonic cues, one to one, reading strat
egies, and extension activities. On subsequent 
days, continue to share the story and invite 
the children to read along with you. Finally, 
if individual copies are available, encourage 
children to try to read the story independently. 
Not all shared reading sessions have to fol
low the same pattern. Vary the approach based 
on the story and the children's reactions to 
what is read. Children often have great ideas 
for extension activities (Schleper, 1995). 

In shared reading, children "should feel 
they will be supported until they become so 
familiar with the story and how it works that 
they will be able to read it successfully for 
themselves" (Mooney, 1990, p. 31 ). Teach
ers must accept all approximations as children 
opt in and out of the reading. "As the story 
line draws the children in and they feel their 
efforts are accepted by the teacher and their 
peers, they increase their involvement and 
take a more active part in their reading" (p. 
24). 

While examining the research on shared 
reading, many benefits were noted. One of 
the most important is that "shared experiences 
in language are part of the heritage of all cul
tures" (Depree and Iversen, 1994, p. 34). The 
shared reading strategy can be used individu
ally or in groups, with students of any age or 
ability, because it develops positive feelings 
toward stories in a relaxed situation. This 
strategy is an important part of a successful 
reading program because: 

• it is highly engaging and motivating; 
• children read with more feeling and 

vitality; 
• children enjoy reading together; 
• the less efficient readers and those for 

whom English is a second language 
read more confidently because they 
get more support from others, they 
feel that their mistakes go unnoticed, 
and they are swept into the reading by 
the enthusiasm of the group; 

• all children get increased pleasure from 
reading the original version by them
selves later, and so more efficiently; 
and 

• although there may be a range of read
ing ability in the class or group, each 
child can learn something at his or her 
own level (Rose, 1998). 

The shared reading strategy has also been 
helpful in teaching children who speak En
glish as a second language. Research 
indicates that "in less than a year, children 
are reading with greater comprehension, 
know more sight words, and are better able 
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to repeat simple English structures orally" 
(Depree and Iversen, 1994, p. 35). The new 
language is learned in a situation where mo
tivation is high. 

Shared reading and discussion of stories pro
vide a framework for literature and language. 
Shared reading helps students learn how to solve 
problems, helps teach reading strategies, and 
gives the students the confidence necessary for 
the next stage in reading: guided reading. 

Strategy 3: Guided Reading 
Guided reading is another strategy used in 

teaching children to read. This strategy "is a 
group approach, involving the teacher with a 
small group of children of similar reading 
ability" (Wright Group, 1995, p. 1). When 
using the guided reading strategy, the teacher 
and a group of children "talk and think, and 
question their way through a book of which 
they each have a copy" (Mooney, 1990, p. 
11 ). The teacher models for the students what 
types of questions to ask themselves and the 
author, so that each child can gather mean
ing on the first read. It is very important for 
the teacher to be aware of each child's com
petencies, interests, and experiences when 
using guided reading. The teacher must also 
be able to determine what challenges will 
arise in a particular book and what support 
students will need to read the book effectively 
and must be willing to accept the role of sup
porting learning rather than insisting on 
directed teaching. 

Serving as a link between shared and in
dependent reading, guided reading is based 
on the "understanding that the children are 
the readers and they are the ones who must 
bring meaning to, and gain meaning from, the 
text as they read" (Mooney, 1990, p. 48). 
When using the strategies ofreading to chil
dren and shared reading, children are able to 
enjoy books that would be too difficult for 
them if they were to try to read the books on 
their own for the first time. When using the 
guided reading strategy there is a careful 
match of text and chifdren to ensure that each 
child can successfully read the story on his 
or her own through the first read. At this stage, 
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the children are capable of doing more of the 
reading work, so while the teacher helps them 
to "recall, and problem-solve, and learn about 
new features in print, she does not share the 
reading of the story as she did in shared read
ing" (Clay, 1991, p. 198). 

Books selected for guided reading should 
be challenging but not too difficult. The chil
dren should be able to read 90 to 95 percent 
of the words in the story. The teacher must 
prepare an introduction to the story, keeping 
in mind "the meaning, language, and visual 
information in the text, and the knowledge, 
experience, and skills of the reader" (F ountas 
and Pinnell, 1995, p. 7). In the early stages, 
the introduction of a new book can help chil
dren think about their expectations of 
characters, problems, and solutions. The in
troduction helps the children gather some 
meaning of the story prior to reading. This, 
in turn, will help with comprehension of the 
entire text. During the reading the teacher 
observes the readers' behaviors for evidence 
of strategy use and problem solving attempts 
and successes and interacts with individuals 
to assist with problems. 

Children participate in conversation about 
the story, raise questions, build expectations, 
and notice information in the text before read
ing the story. During reading, the students 
read the whole story or a unified part to them
selves softly or silently and request help when 
needed in problem solving. When the read
ing is completed, the children talk about the 
story, check predictions, revisit the text at 
points of problem solving as guided by the 
teacher, may reread the story to a partner or 
by themselves, and may engage in follow-up 
activities (Fountas and Pinnell, 1996). 

Some of the benefits of the guided reading 
strategy are that it 

• gives children the opportunity to 
develop as individual readers while 
participating in a socially supported 
activity; 

• gives teachers the opportunity to 
observe individuals as they process 
new texts; 
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• gives individual readers the opportunity 
to develop reading strategies so that 
they can read increasingly difficult 
texts independently; 

• gives children enjoyable, successful 
experiences in reading for meaning; 

• develops the abilities needed for inde
pendent reading; and 

• helps children learn how to introduce 
texts to themselves (Fountas and 
Pinnell, 1996). 

Guided reading differs greatly from the 
more traditional approach to reading instruc
tion. In guided reading, the teacher uses 
questions and comments to help children be
come aware of resources within themselves 
and in the text (Mooney, 1990). This is in di
rect contrast to techniques used in methods 
suggested in manuals of most basal series. 
The teacher's role in the more traditional 
methods is to supply short-term help by "fo
cusing children's attention on the initial letter 
or some other specific textual detail, or by 
telling them the word without establishing 
any resource for overcoming similar chal
lenges in subsequent reading" (p. 4 7). This 
approach creates students who are dependent 
on the teacher telling them what to do. Stu
dents form the habit of appealing to the 
teacher when they have difficulty. If the 
teacher is not there to help, the student is not 
able to persevere with the reading. 

Teachers sometimes make the mistake of 
assuming that children can learn to read sim
ply by giving them good books and letting 
them explore them on their own. "In fact, 
what most young readers need cannot be 
found in books alone. The process of reading 
must be dynamically supported by an inter
action of text reading and good teaching. 
Guided reading serves this important goal 
(Fountas and Pinnell, 1996, p. 9). 

Strategy 4: Paired Reading 
"Paired reading gives children the oppor

tunity to work together in pairs and help each 
other learn how to read" (Wright Group, 
1995, p. 8). This strategy is helpful for sup
plying support to less-able readers. Usually 

a more competent reader is paired with a less 
competent one. However, these pairs can be 
of many types . Children can be at the same 
ability level or at different levels, and they 
can be the same age or different ages. A typi
cal activity takes 10 to 15 minutes (Routman, 
1994). 

According to Koskinen and Blum ( 1986), 
"reading, like playing a musical instrument, 
is not something that is mastered once and 
forgotten at a certain age. Rather, it is a skill 
that continues to improve through practice" 
(p. 70). Research shows that the amount of 
time spent reading is an important factor for 
improving reading achievement. Studies 
demonstrate that during teacher-directed in
struction, primary grade students are engaged 
in actual reading practice for only two to five 
minutes daily. Students need more time and 
experience with reading. Students become 
good readers because of increased opportu
nities to read. The strategy of paired reading 
has been successful in providing more time 
for students to practice reading with specific 
improvements related to oral fluency and 
comprehension. 

Some teachers use this strategy to mix stu
dent groupings and give all students access 
to valuable literature. Paired reading is an 
enjoyable way for two children to complete 
a reading assignment or share a story. One 
child reads while the other follows along, with 
the children supporting each other when nec
essary. Children who use this strategy 
demonstrate considerable growth in fluency, 
word recognition, comprehension, and in the 
love of reading (Routman, 1994). 

Strategy 5: Independent Reading 
Independent reading is both part of and the 

goal of learning to read. Children learn to read 
by reading, so they need time to read appro
priate materials by themselves. "Independent 
reading occurs when a child, on his own, 
reads materials that do not require the help 
of a peer or adult" (Depree and Iversen, 1994, 
p. 43). This reading may be teacher-directed 
or selected by the student. This reading strat
egy must be implemented at every stage of 
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children's reading development. As Mooney 
(1990) has pointed out, "the teacher's role 
changes from one of initiating, modeling, and 
guiding to one of providing and then observ
ing, acknowledging and responding" (p. 72). 
It also means that children always know that 
others believe they can read, they want to 
read, they make time to read, and they are 
encouraged to do so. Children need to have 
the time for reading, space, and a variety of 
materials from which to choose. 

The books available for independent 
reading should include those that have been 
read to the children and used in shared and 
guided reading. Reading materials should 
also have a balance among favorite books, 
books at the children's current reading lev
els, some books that have just been 
introduced, and some new books. In addi
tion, the supply of books should be 
changed regularly, with the children help
ing with this process (Routman, 1994 ). 

Setting aside time for reading, with teach
ers as reading models, is a must in all 
classrooms. Many teachers find it works well 
to begin with five to ten minutes a day. Then, 
depending on the ages of the students, the 
time can last up to twenty to thirty minutes 
or more daily. According to research studies, 
just ten minutes a day of independent read
ing can improve a child's reading skills 
(Mooney, 1990). 

The importance of independent reading 
cannot be stressed enough. This strategy 
provides opportunities to apply reading 
skills independently, provides time for ac
tual reading, challenges the reader to work 
on his or her own and to use strategies on 
a variety of texts, challenges the reader to 
solve words independently, allows children 
to select books from areas of personal in
terest, frees the teacher to work with small 
groups, provides fluency through reread
ing, and builds confidence (Clay, 1991 ). 
"Knowing that one can read, and being able 
to choose to do so, is a habit that should 
be established early and nurtured continu
ously" (Mooney, 1990, p. 75). 
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Implications of a Balanced Literacy 
Approach 

Society's view of literacy is evolving. If 
schools are to meet the current literacy needs 
of all children, a balanced literacy approach 
is necessary. The various sources considered 
seem to agree that the systematic use of the 
strategies of reading aloud, shared reading, 
guided reading, paired reading, and indepen
dent reading strengthens early reading 
programs and pro-
vides the 
scaffolding delin
eated by Vygotsky 
necessary for later 
educational sue-
cess. 

As the functions 
of literacy have 

Setting aside time for 
reading, with teachers 
as reading models, is a 
must in all classrooms 

changed toward the expectation of a profi
cient and advanced literate society, teachers 
have employed a variety of methods, such as 
using more varied text to support reading, 
using children's literature instead of con
trolled vocabulary text, creating communities 
of learners who are of varying ages and ex
periences, and placing more emphasis on each 
learner's construction of knowledge through 
his or her own discoveries. We encourage 
teachers to go further by considering the 
implementation into their classroom routines 
of the five strategies defined and discussed. 

While we believe that teachers must find 
their own answers and tailor their lessons to 
the needs of their students, we also believe 
that these five strategies deserve strong con
sideration for implementation because of the 
research-based nature of their effectiveness. 
The America Reads Challenge is just that, a 
challenge for all educators to use in their 
classrooms the tools that research has proven 
effective in improving reading skills in our 
early literacy programs. The foundation must 
be strong because the demands ofliteracy for 
success are not static. They will change in 
the lifetime of our students as they have 
changed within our own lifetimes. Our stu
dents must have the tools to meet these new 
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challenges, and proficient reading and lit
eracy are their most important assets for an 
undiminished future, the future they all de
serve. 
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