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I. Overview: 

 My overarching pedagogical question for this term concerns how a teacher can 

effectively differentiate instruction to ensure that children of all levels are equally as 

engaged and challenged. Specifically, how can a teacher ensure that she is not teaching 

“to the middle”; that all children are growing in their understanding and grasp of 

concepts? One way teachers ensure that they do this in their reading instruction is by 

engaging the students in guided reading groups. Therefore, I had planned to work with a 

group of five of our first grade students in a guided reading group. These students had 

been identified by their former kindergarten teachers, my classroom mentor and/or the 

reading specialist as “average or slightly below average” readers. My classroom mentor 

had warned me that these students were in a reading group together as a result of DRA 

test results from the beginning of the year and that they had already shown signs of great 

variation in their reading abilities. She predicted that by the time the reading specialist 

was done doing (her now second round of) DRA tests, these students would move to 

different groups. However, this was the group of students that my classroom mentor 

recommended I work with as they were the only group of students who were even close 

to being on the same level. 

 My goal for them as a group was to learn (or relearn) how to use the pictures in 

the books they read to decode unfamiliar words. The level of books they are reading from 

the Rigby series have the text very closely related to the pictures on the page.  According 

to Schwartz, (2005), these types of books are the easiest “leveled texts” available. These 

types of books are helpful as “[t]his type of emergent reading doesn’t require a full 



analysis of the print, but it does provide opportunities for a student to notice, or a teacher 

to draw attention to, new or partially developed sources of information.” (pp 438) This is 

precisely what I hoped to do with this group of students; to have them use the pictures to 

help them decode words that would otherwise be difficult for them to sound out, which 

seems to be the first strategy that comes to mind for students in our classroom. I had 

planned to do this by highlighting a few words that I thought would be difficult for the 

students to decode and ask them how they came to read that word. However, the 

feedback I had received encouraged me to think of specific ways I would teach this 

strategy and that was helpful. I looked through the book and decided to focus on a page 

that contained two words that I was certain the students had not been exposed to formally 

in the classroom. In other words, these were not words that we had worked on as a class 

and added to our word wall or our “expensive” word list. These would be words the 

students would have had to decode independently. I also wrote down some key phrases 

and conversation starters I could use to move our discussion towards our learning goal.  

 Following the method of Jennifer Meyers, I wished to work with the students on 

an individual basis as well as working with them as a group. Like Meyers, I wanted to 

hear each student read and work with them on strategies that can help them become more 

effective readers. As the students read in “small” (or what we like to call mouse-like) 

voices, I would ensure that I hear each of them read and to discuss what strategies they 

use to read and make sense of text. Then we (the student and I) could discuss how they 

can better use the strategy they already use or encourage them to use a strategy 

previously introduced in their reading groups or in a whole class meeting with the reading 

specialist. This would allow me to work with the student on an individual basis and see 



what she/he is struggling with and how I can better support them in their reading 

practices. Then we would come together as a group and discuss our strategy: using 

picture cues to help us with our reading.  

Upon the advice of my classroom mentor, I decided not to include a writing 

assignment to this lesson. She reminded me that the students have bi-weekly meetings 

with the reading specialist and that is when they work on their writing as a class. Since 

these meetings took place on days when I was not at school, she thought it would be 

confusing as I had no background on the student’s prior knowledge and what they had 

already worked on. As I had many opportunities to observe my classroom mentor as she 

conducted guided reading groups with the students, I felt that I would be better prepared 

to do this than a writing assignment. For all these reasons, this lesson was solely based on 

reading with no written work involved. 

II. Description & Analysis of the Lesson: 

 I had originally planned to work with five students in a guided reading group. 

However one student was absent, making it a group of four students. As I had planned, 

upon entering the small reading room where we would do our lesson, we had the 

“classroom management” talk. We discussed that even though we are not in a classroom, 

we would all be expected to still act like we do in the classroom. We also discussed why 

there was a camera in the room and I assured them that I would be the only one to see this 

tape, lest they feel subconscious being taped. Then we started our lesson by looking at 

my copy of the book. I had originally thought I would show them my copy at a pace that 

would allow them to see the pictures clearly without actually reading the words on the 

page. However, following the advice of my Penn mentor, I decided to cover the title and 



the words in the book with construction paper, so they would be able to have ample time 

to look at the book and avoid the “temptation” of reading the words. Also following the 

advice of my Penn mentor, I decided to explicitly introduce the strategy we would be 

working on before we began our lesson. Hence, after showing my “mysterious” book to 

the students, I then introduced what we would be working on in our lesson: how to use 

pictures to help us read hard words. Then, as instructed, the students each read in their 

“mouse-like voices” and kept reading, even when they had been through the book once 

until I would tell them to stop.  

It all started well; the students were reading quietly and diligently. I began 

listening to one student who was reading with ease on my right and then moved onto 

listening to Mikayla (from my child-study) who seemed to be struggling with the word 

“oink”. I spoke to her after she read the page about what he thought that word was, and 

she said that it was “ok”. I asked her who was saying this word and she looked at the 

page and said “The pig.” I asked her what a pig would say or what sound a pig usually 

makes and she said “Oink.” I then asked her how she knew that and she said “Because 

the picture is of a pig and that is what pigs say.” Then a very curious thing happened; 

something I am still baffled by. I looked around and saw that the other students had all 

finished reading their book and a couple of them were already half the way through their 

second time reading it and I panicked a little. I suddenly became uncomfortable with the 

whole idea of working with each student alone. What of they get bored? What if I lose 

control of the lesson? What if the others become bored with this whole process and begin 

to goof off? What if I am not able to help the students individually? What if I am not 

qualified enough to help these students on a one-to-one basis? What if I screw this all up? 



I suddenly became very overwhelmed, and found myself falling back on what I know 

how to do best: teach the whole group. It is what I was most comfortable doing and what 

I did with the most ease. So when I had ensured that they all had read their book at least 

once, I asked the students to put their books down and we began discussing the book.  

This section of the lesson went well. I highlighted some difficult words that they 

had been able to read and asked them how they were able to do so. They shared some of 

their strategies: using the first and last letter of the word, sounding it out and using the 

picture to help them figure out what the word was. We had a good discussion about using 

the pictures as an aid for reading. The students were engaged and seemed to enjoy 

participating in the discussion. As I had predicted, one of the students seemed unable to 

report why she was able to read a word. Similar to how Mikayla seemed to misrepresent 

how she was able to read a word that I had tired to assist her with, this student seemed 

unable to backtrack in her head and see how the picture had helped her read this long 

word. The word was “cock-a-doodle-doo” and I had expected that the students would be 

able to read it as a result of it being on the same page as a picture of a rooster, especially 

that it was in a speech bubble directed at the rooster. I had tried to demonstrate how 

difficult this word was by writing it on the board and showing them how long it was.  I 

felt that was important as it might have seemed liked a “smaller” or shorter word to them 

as it was written in a speech bubble in this format in their book:                                                                                                

Cock-a  
doodle- 
doo 
 

Perceptually, this word looks quite different when it is spread out across the board 

in this fashion “cock-a-doodle-doo”. I was hoping that by seeing the word spread out on 



the board they would realize that with the assistance of the pictures on the page, they had 

read a fourteen letter word! However, as I had expected, one of the students had decided 

that she would have figured it out anyway. I had predicted that this might happen and it 

was probably correlated to the choice I had made. I could have written the word on the 

board before they read the book and have them attempt to read it and then have them 

attempt to read  the word after they read the book, but I was afraid this would frustrate 

them. I did not want them entering into this learning experience with any negative 

feelings from the get-go, even though that might have been a helpful way to emphasize 

the importance of the strategy we were learning about. I had observed that a couple of 

these students struggled with a lack of confidence in their reading abilities and I wanted 

this lesson to be one of affirmation that they can in fact read and read well. Part of my 

“hidden curriculum” was to empower these students that they are in fact good readers 

regardless of what color label was on the spines of their books. I struggle with the 

concept of tracking and how helpful it really is to students. In some small way I hoped 

this lesson would be a confidence booster for these “one and two-green” readers.  

Fortunately all was not lost; the other three students seemed shocked by the length 

of the word and seemed delighted that they could read it. One student even said “If we 

didn’t have the picture of the rooster, we might… we would be confused.” We further 

discussed more words that were difficult for them and how they were able to figure out 

them out. The discussion went well and we ended with a recap of what we had learned. 

The students seemed to have digested our discussion well and thankfully seemed to enjoy 

the lesson overall.  



At the end of the lesson, I found myself reflecting more on why I had panicked. I 

had spent so much time planning out how the lesson would go and even wrote down a 

possible “script” for my prompts and responses to students. Why was it that all of a 

sudden, I became unsure of how to negotiate the needs of the students as a group and the 

needs of the students as individuals? Why was it that after four years of teaching I felt 

incompetent and unequipped to work with students on these two levels of instruction? I 

had done it before, so what was the big deal? 

Then I began to reflect on my teaching practices in the past. In my last two years 

of teaching, I had a class of no more than six students. I was the classroom teacher of a 

two-grade classroom. The first year I a taught kindergarten/first grade class and my 

second year I moved up with the same students and taught a first/second grade class. 

Even though there were only six students, there was a very wide range of differentiation 

in their reading levels. As this was an international school, some of the students came to 

the school with no spoken or written English whatsoever while other students spoke, read 

and wrote English fluently as it was their first language. I had to not only teach two 

grades, but also ensure that each student was receiving support and instruction at their 

own level.  I eventually negotiated the need for this differentiation by having frequent 

individual conferences with the students, as the size and dynamics of the classroom lent 

itself to this form of instruction. By meeting individually with the students (once or twice 

a week with each student) while the other students were working on something else 

independently, I was able to monitor each student’s understanding and also to challenge 

them with material I knew they were individually ready to tackle. However, in this kind 

of setting, where I will have at least triple the amount of students I once had, it is most 



likely that these lengthy individual conferences will not be a real possibility. I suddenly 

realized that I had come to a place in my teaching career where I did not know how to 

translate my past teaching experience into this new setting. I had always been efficient at 

multi-tasking when I was a full-time teacher, so I knew that my anxiety did not lie in 

trying to do two things at the same time. I had envisioned that I would be able to do this 

ease: talk with students individually while ensuring that the rest of the group was on task. 

I had gone through this routine endless times in my own classroom, but this was 

different. This was new territory for me and I became unsure of how to handle it, so I 

panicked and ended up abandoning the whole thing!  

I was however encouraged by my Penn mentor’s observation that the group 

discussion seemed to reveal students’ understanding of lesson objective. She noted that 

the lesson, at a group level went smoothly and the students seemed to understand that 

picture cues are a source of help that is available at their fingertips. During our discussion 

about the difficult words they decoded, the theme of using picture cues came up several 

times. The students seemed to find this strategy an intuitive one and one they could use 

with ease. During our concluding discussion the students were able to reiterate the 

strategy and explain when would be a good time to use it. Some students were able to 

identify it as a strategy that helped them decode the difficult words they had come into 

contact with during this lesson while others weren’t able to recognize that. However, on a 

whole the students all stated that this was a strategy that was easy to use and as one of 

them said “That way you can figure it out by yourself. It’s like… It’s like you are the 

teacher…cause the answer is right here in the book!” Despite the fact that I was not able 

to fulfill my goals on a individual level with the students, my objective for the students as 



a whole group seem to have been met: Students identified using the picture cues in their 

book as an easily accessible and applicable strategy to help them read (both decode and 

comprehend) words that are unfamiliar to them. Despite my “panic episode”, the students 

seemed to walk away from this lesson with a good understanding of our learning goal. 

There is comfort in that. Even when your lesson does not go exactly as you had planned it 

the students still have a good chance of learning something.  

III. Reflection and Planning: 

Looking back in reflection on my lesson, I find myself thinking about how I can 

remedy my discomfort with negotiating individualized attention within guided reading 

groups. I do wish to follow the routine of Jennifer Meyers and be able to work with the 

students of a guided reading group on both a group and an individual level. During 

guided reading groups seems to be the perfect time to be able to have a few precious 

moments with the students individually and address their personal learning needs. As the 

mandates of standards-based curriculums grow exponentially every year, a teacher’s time 

becomes more and more of a precious commodity. The decision on how to spend one’s 

time with the students is becoming a more critical one and one that seems harder to make. 

Should one work with the students as a whole class or allow them to work in 

collaborative groups? Should we continue working on something the students really seem 

to enjoy and should we move on to the next item on the pacing guide? Should we give the 

students an opportunity to share their reading strategies or just move on when we are 

satisfied that most students “get it”? I know what I would rather do and how I would 

ideally like to set up my classroom, but the constraints of time seem to pull teachers away 

from how they would like to run their classroom and how it actually goes. The reality of 



the matter is that teachers are being pulled in more directions than ever before and that 

they need to figure out ways to fit some individual time with students into their crazy 

schedules. 

 Working with students on and individual basis in guided reading groups seems 

like the perfect compromise of all these factors. Students are working together on a 

shared goal while also receiving support on a personal level as well. While I see the value 

of this routine, I am not sure how to actually do it. Upon discussing this issue with my 

classroom mentor, we came up with a few ideas. She suggested a great book as a resource 

that might help me with guided reading book. “Guided Reading” by Fountas and Pinnell, 

or the “Bible of guided reading” as she had referred to it seems to be the most 

comprehensive and widely accepted resource on the subject. I had realized upon seeing it 

that my former principal had recommended it to me before, but I had never had a chance 

to read it. I plan to read it before I begin teaching next year, and hopefully even before 

teaching next semester. Perhaps this will make me feel more secure in my guided reading 

group practice. During an interaction with another professor, the idea came up that I 

might observe other teachers at my school as they conduct their guided reading groups. 

This way I will be exposed to the practices of more than just my classroom mentor and 

will give me a larger repertoire to work from. My classroom mentor always tells me that 

experienced teachers take what they observe in other teacher’s classrooms and adapt it to 

fit their own teaching practices, underlying beliefs, rituals and routines. She says that 

even within the team of three first-grade teachers at Penn Alexander there is a large 

variation of ways that guided reading groups are conducted. Hopefully within the next 



few weeks, before I leave Penn Alexander, I will have a chance to go into the classes of 

the other first grade teachers and observe their guided reading practices.  

 If I were to work with these students again, I would attempt again to work with 

them in guided reading groups. I would like to spend more time with them on an 

individual level and work with them in their individual reading practices. I would then be 

able to evaluate what their strengths are and build from there to work in the areas that 

they struggle with. This brief time spent one-on-one with the students discussing their 

reading strategies will hopefully be a basic part of my rituals and routines in my future 

classroom. While it is an area that I need to work on and perfect, I think it is worth the 

effort. It is one of the few opportunities to truly listen to a student in the midst of the 

“noise” of a first grade classroom. It has been my goal as a teacher to make sure I hear 

the voice of my students; as students, children and people. I believe this routine will 

assist me in reaching that goal.  
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