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School District of Whitefish Bay

Reading Language Arts

Parent Overview
Philosophy and Practice

in Grades 1-5
Program Overview

A student’s elementary literacy experience is central to his or her education and life. Reading, writing and communicating are the core skills of a literate adult. In Whitefish Bay’s Elementary Reading Language Arts Program, students are taught a variety of skills and strategies that allow them to develop a solid foundation in reading, writing and communicating by teaching basic skills as well as complex thinking strategies. In grades one through three, students move from developing an understanding of how sounds relate to letters to developing decoding strategies which allow them to become fluent, active readers and writers. In grades four and five, students further their ability to read and write longer and more complex passages.

Reading

Key Skills and Strategies

Throughout the elementary program, students are taught strategies to develop the skills strong readers use while reading. Research shows that strong readers are metacognitive, which means they think about their thinking, and make meaning from text by:

· Activating relevant, prior knowledge (schema) before, during and after reading text.  Proficient readers make connections to other books they’ve read, to their own experiences and the world.

· Determining the most important ideas in an informational or literary text.

· Asking questions of themselves, the authors, and the texts, as they read to clarify and to focus their reading.

· Creating visual and other sensory images from text during and after reading to deepen understanding of what they’ve read.  

· Drawing inferences while reading.  Proficient readers use their prior knowledge (schema) and understanding to draw conclusions, make critical judgments, and form unique interpreta​tions from text.

· Synthesizing or retelling what they have read. Readers summarize what they’ve read and develop new thoughts or ideas based on their understanding.

· Utilizing a variety of fix-up strategies to develop understanding when it breaks down.  Proficient readers know when they don’t understand text and use a variety of different strategies to re-read and make meaning of that text.
While these strategies and thinking processes are complex, a well designed curriculum can teach students how to use these strategies while they are still learning to decode text. An emphasis on these strategies helps students understand that reading is more than sounding out words or properly answering comprehension questions at the end of a story; reading is an active process where the reading builds his or her own meaning.

Balanced Reading Instruction

The Whitefish Bay Elementary Reading Language Arts Program is built on a balanced approach to reading instruction. This balanced approach honors the fact that students need various levels of support to learn how to read text; read-alouds, shared reading, guided reading and independent reading. Each of these approaches progressively places more responsibility on the reader as the teacher gradually releases responsibility to the learner to use new skills and strategies.

(…balanced reading instruction continued)

Read-Alouds 

More than anything else, reading to children stimulates their desire to become a reader.  In reading aloud to students, they see how a proficient reader places emphasis on important words and phrases, and navigates portions of text. The adult reader can articulate her thoughts as she reads to model the comprehension strategies that she is using while reading text.  This strategy helps students become aware of the thinking required to comprehend text.

Shared Reading

This strategy is used primarily by early elementary teachers. Shared reading encourages all children to participate in reading.  Large copies of familiar  texts such as songs or nursery rhymes are read and re-read by the teacher and students so that developing readers can read along.  As the text becomes more familiar, children take more control over reading, and the teacher can explicitly demonstrate and teach reading strategies.  Once the text is quite familiar, it can be used to teach specific comprehension skills.

Guided Reading

Guided reading involves a teacher working with a small group of children who demonstrate similar reading behaviors and can read similar texts. Using books of appropriate levels of difficulty, students engage in reading instruction in small, flexible groups. Guided reading gives students the opportunity to apply reading skills and strategies to new text. Vast amounts of research demonstrate that if text is frequently too difficult or too simple, students do not further the skills and understanding of the strategies necessary for independent reading. Students will not be in guided reading groups all the time, but will experience them consistently to work with their classroom teacher in a small group setting.

Independent Reading

Independent reading provides time for children to enjoy reading a text without the need for assistance.  Time is planned for independent reading by all the children every day. This may include teacher assigned material as well as student chosen material. An important skill that students will work to develop is how to select a book that is of an appropriate level of difficulty.  The best books for students to read are ones that allow them to develop their reading skills and understand and enjoy what they are reading.  Opportunities for independent reading help children to “catch the reading habit.”  Children will have access to a wide variety of reading materials at school, and are encouraged to bring books from home.

Writing


The Six Traits

Six Traits Writing articulates criteria around six areas for quality writing; ideas, organization, voice, word choice, sentence fluency, and conventions. Each of these areas are defined by a series of descriptors that articulate student accomplishment, usually on a five or six point scale. The notion of teaching to traits is not new, writing programs typically focus on conventions and organization. The methodology and breadth of Six Traits Writing Instruction are different from traditional methods. Articulating criteria around Six Traits does several things:


· First, Six Traits provides clear targets for what is valued in quality writing. Some students believe that proper conventions - accurate punctuation, good spelling and grammar - exclusively constitute "good writing.” While these elements are expected in any quality piece of writing, they only represent a portion of the writer's task. The Six Traits present a more balanced perspective as to the characteristics of quality writing.
· Second, the Six Traits provide a shared vocabulary for talking about writing. Teachers and students can better discuss and discern quality if they have a shared vocabulary for quality. The Six Traits and their descriptors allow for revealing conversation to occur. This is especially useful when students revise a paper. A student who is given feedback that his or her paper lacks voice can learn and apply specific steps and strategies to develop voice in the piece.
(…Six Traits Writing Continued)


· Third, Six Traits provides an instructional framework for teaching writing. Specific lessons will be taught to help students see the difference in quality between a paper with strong sentence fluency and one without, or one with a compelling voice and one without. Normally, these types of lessons are only conducted with "obvious" traits such as organization and conventions. A writer who is strong in all six traits is dramatically more effective than one who is only strong in organization and conventions. 

The Writing Process

The writing process will continue to be a core component of our district writing program. This refers to explicit instruction and organization of the process that students engage as they prepare a formal piece of writing; pre-writing, drafting, revising, editing, and publishing or sharing. Not all pieces of writing will be carried through the entire writing process, students will engage in a variety of writing tasks including journaling, short response or reflections to their reading, formal and informal letters, paragraphs, and free-writing, among other forms. The writing process provides students with an approach to the writer’s task while the Six Traits help them focus on a quality product. The models are complementary approaches to a complex task.

Form and Genre

In this curriculum, student writing will take a variety of forms. Through students’ elementary experience, they will write a wide variety of papers ranging from poetry and research papers to personal narratives and expository essays. These forms of writing allow students to develop the skills necessary to write in a variety of modes for a variety of purposes and audiences. The curriculum overview for your child’s grade-level provides additional information about some of the specific forms of writing that your child will engage in this year. 

Spelling

The spelling program for grade one is a part of a comprehensive word study program that helps students develop an understanding of the relationship between letters and sounds. This systematic program is integrated into each day’s activities.

Formal spelling instruction begins in grade two and continues through grade five. The content for the spelling curriculum comes from a variety of sources. In first and second grade content comes from the students’ Scott Foresman Reading Books, the Zaner Bloser Spelling Program and student’s own writing. In grade three through five, students use Spelling for Writers. In grades one and two students engage in an inductive study of words to assist with their reading skills. In grade three through five use deductive skills to find patterns in words to assist with their ability to understand the foundational and etymological structures of spelling.
Handwriting

Viewed from the perspective of reading development, teaching children to write the manuscript alphabet is an essential and time-honored way to nurture literacy.  Manuscript writing is taught in grades kindergarten, one, and two in Whitefish Bay and is integrated into the comprehensive literacy program.  The Zaner-Bloser handwriting program uses a simple, block-style vertical manuscript alphabet.  

Learning to write and read cursive writing are important life skills.  The Zaner-Bloser Simplified Cursive Alphabet does not include fancy loops.  This makes it easier to write and easier to identify in writing.  In Whitefish Bay, cursive writing is introduced at the beginning of third grade.  A clear connection is made between the manuscript and cursive forms of each letter during a review of manuscript writing at the beginning of the year.  Kindergarten, first and second grade students learn to write manuscript letters with continuous strokes, so the transition to cursive writing comes naturally.   

Student Instructional Materials

· Grades 1 & 2 – Scott Foresman Reading Textbooks, Leveled Readers, Phonics Readers, various trade    
   books, self-selected books

· Grades 3-5 – Scott Foresman Reading Textbooks, Leveled Readers, Write Source Writing Handbook, Spelling for Writers, various trade books, self-selected books
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