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very child deserves excellent reading teachers because teachers
make a difference in children’s reading achievement and
motivation to read.
This position statement provides a research-based description of the distin-
guishing qualities of excellent classroom reading teachers. Excellent reading
teachers share several critical qualities of knowledge and practice:

1.

They understand reading and writing development, and believe
all children can learn to read and write.

They continually assess children’s individual progress and relate
reading instruction to children’s previous experiences.

They know a variety of ways to teach reading, when to use
each method, and how to combine the methods into an
effective instructional program.

4. They offer a variety of materials and texts for children to read.

They use flexible grouping strategies to tailor instruction to
individual students.

They are good reading “coaches” (that is, they provide help
strategically).

(See the chart at the end of this piece for resources that address
each of these characteristics.)

In addition, excellent reading teachers share many of the characteris-
tics of good teachers in general. They have strong content and pedagog-
ical knowledge, manage classrooms so that there is a high rate of
engagement, use strong motivation strategies that encourage indepen-
dent learning, have high expectations for children’s achievement, and
help children who are having difficulty.



What evidence is there that

good reading teachers have a
positive effect on children’s read-
Ing achievement and motivation
to read?

Teachers make a difference. There is a growing body
of evidence that documents teacher effects on chil-
dren’s reading achievement scores (Jordan, Mendro,
Weerasinghe, & Dallas Public Schools, 1997; Sanders &
Rivers, 1996; Wright, Horn, & Sanders, 1997). Teacher
effectiveness—which can be measured as scores on
teacher proficiency tests (Ferguson, 1991), past records
of students’ improved scores, teachers’ level of educa-
tion, type of appointment (tenured, probationary, sub-
stitute), and years of experience (Armour, Clay, Bruno,
& Allend, 1990)—is strongly correlated with children’s
reading achievement. Moreover, teachers have strong
effects on children’s motivation to read (Ruddell, 1995;
Skinner & Belmont, 1993).

What do excellent reading
teachers know about reading
development?

Excellent reading teachers know that reading develop-

ment begins well before children enter school and

continues throughout a child’s school career. They un-

derstand the definition of reading as a complex system

of deriving meaning from print that requires all of the

following:

= the development and maintenance of a motivation
to read

= the development of appropriate active strategies
to construct meaning from print

= sufficient background information and vocabulary
to foster reading comprehension

= the ability to read fluently

< the ability to decode unfamiliar words

= the skills and knowledge to understand how
phonemes or speech sounds are connected to
print

(International Reading Association, 1999; see also

Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998)

Excellent teachers understand that all components
of reading influence every stage of reading, but they
also realize that the balance of instruction related to
these components shifts across the developmental
span and shifts for individual children. Excellent teach-
ers understand how reading and writing development
are related, and they effectively integrate instruction to
take advantage of the child’s development in both ar-
eas. They are familiar with the sequence of children’s
reading development. They believe that all children
can learn to read and write.

How do excellent reading
teachers assess student progress?

Excellent reading teachers are familiar with a wide
range of assessment techniques, ranging from stan-
dardized group achievement tests to informal assess-
ment techniques that they use daily in the classroom.
They use the information from standardized group
measures as one source of information about chil-
dren’s reading progress, recognizing that standardized
group achievement tests can be valid and reliable indi-
cators of group performance but can provide mislead-
ing information about individual performance. They
are well aware that critical judgments about children’s
progress must draw from information from a variety of
sources, and they do not make critical instructional de-
cisions based on any single measure.

Excellent reading teachers are constantly observ-
ing children as they go about their daily work. They
understand that involving children in self-evaluation
has both cognitive and motivational benefits. In the
classroom, these teachers use a wide variety of assess-
ment tools, including conferences with students,
analyses of samples of children’s reading and writing,
running records and informal reading inventories,
anecdotal records of children’s performance, observa-
tion checklists, and other similar tools. They are famil-
iar with each child’s instructional history and home
literacy background. From their observations and the
child’s own self-evaluations, they draw knowledge of
the child’s reading development, and they can relate
that development to relevant standards. They use this
knowledge for planning instruction that is responsive
to children’s needs.

What do excellent reading teach-
ers know about instructional
methods and how to combine
them to meet the needs the
children they teach?

Excellent reading teachers know a wide variety of in-
structional philosophies, methods, and strategies. They
understand that excellent reading instruction addresses
all the essential elements of reading. They are aware
that instructional strategies vary along many dimen-
sions, including the component of reading targeted by
the instruction (for example, pronouncing words, un-
derstanding text, building motivation), the degree to
which the instruction is teacher- or student-directed,
and the degree to which the instruction is explicit or
implicit. They understand that children vary in their re-
sponses to different types of instruction, and they se-
lect the most efficient combination of instructional
strategies to serve the children in their classrooms.
They know early intervention techniques and ensure
that children get the help they need as soon as the
need becomes apparent. For example, in a single mid-
dle grade classroom, teachers have children who still
recognize very few words and struggle with decoding,
children who are fluent and avid readers who can and
do read everything they get their hands on, and chil-
dren who are fluent decoders but struggle with com-
prehension and motivation. In the case of a struggling
reader, excellent reading teachers know enough about
the child and the child’s instructional history to pro-
vide access to very easy books on topics studied by
the class. The teacher can work with similar children
in a small group to build sight vocabulary and decod-
ing fluency, and the teacher can provide appropriate
accommodations so that these children can benefit
from comprehension instruction and continue to learn
critical content despite their reading difficulties.



What kinds of texts and reading
materials do excellent reading
teachers use in their classrooms?

Excellent reading teachers include a variety of reading
materials in their classrooms. Sometimes they rely on
one or several reading series as the anchor of their
reading program, but they also have supplemental ma-
terials and rich classroom libraries that contain at least
seven books per child. They read to their students,
and they provide time in class for children to read in-
dependently. They are aware of the reading abilities
and interests of the children, and they constantly pro-
vide a selection of books that will be both interesting
to the children and within the children’s reading capa-
bilities. Excellent reading teachers are familiar with
children’s literature. They include a wide variety of fic-
tion and nonfiction genres (such as storybooks, nov-
els, biographies, magazines, and poetry). Excellent
reading teachers also use school and public libraries to
ensure children’s access to appropriate books.

How do excellent reading
teachers organize their classrooms
for instruction?

Excellent reading teachers organize their classrooms
so that schedules are predictable and children know
what is expected of them in a variety of activities
throughout the instructional day. They use flexible
grouping strategies. When there is new and difficult
information to convey that most of the class needs to
learn, excellent reading teachers use large-group, di-
rect, explicit instruction. They model the focal strategy
or skill, demonstrate how and when to use it, and ex-
plain why it is important. They guide the children in
their use of the skill or strategy, gradually diminishing
support and assistance and requiring students to as-
sume greater responsibility as the children become
more skilled. They provide opportunities for individ-
ual practice and observe children in their use of the
skill or strategy. During practice activities, they ob-
serve children closely, intervening when necessary
with a question or comment that moves children for-
ward. They also know which children will benefit from
all elements of a direct instruction lesson in a particular

skill or strategy and which children will need only a
brief period of guided instruction or review followed
by independent practice. They use efficient grouping
practices to accommodate these differences.

Excellent reading teachers also understand that
large-group, direct instruction is time-consuming and
costly and that, often, many children in the class will
not benefit from this instruction. They know when to
organize children in large groups for direct, explicit in-
struction, when small-group or individual instruction is
more appropriate, and when children will learn more
efficiently on their own. They help children advance
in reading by differentiating the type of instruction,
the degree of support, and the amount of practice
children receive. They do not allow children to spend
time learning what they already know and can do.

How do excellent reading
teachers interact with children?

Excellent reading teachers interact with individual chil-
dren frequently in the course of their daily teaching ac-
tivities. As they help children solve problems or practice
new skills and strategies, they “coach” or “scaffold” chil-
dren by providing help at strategic moments. They are
skilled at observing children’s performance and using in-
formal interactions to call children’s attention to impor-
tant aspects of what they are learning and doing. They
often help children with a difficult part of the task so
that the children can move forward to complete the task
successfully. It is important to note that such teaching is
neither incidental or unsystematic. Excellent reading
teachers know where their children are in reading de-
velopment and they know the likely next steps. They
help children take these steps by providing just the right
amount of help at just the right time.
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Recommendations for
Developing Excellence in
Reading Instruction

= Teachers must view themselves as lifelong learners
and continually strive to improve their practice.

= Administrators must be instructional leaders
who support teachers’ efforts to improve reading
instruction.

= Teacher educators must provide both a solid knowl-
edge base and extensive supervised practice to pre-
pare excellent beginning reading teachers.

= Legislators and policy makers must understand the
complex role of the teacher in providing reading
instruction and ensure that teachers have the re-
sources and support they need to teach reading.
Legislators and policy makers should not impose
one-size-fits-all mandates

= Parents, community members, and teachers must
work in partnership to assure that children value
reading and have many opportunities to read out-
side of school.

References

Anders, P.L., Hoffman, J.V., & Duffy, G.G. (2000). Teaching teachers to
teach reading: Paradigm shifts, persistent problems, and challenges. In
M.L. Kamil, P.B. Mosenthal, P.D. Pearson, & R. Barr (Eds.), Handbook of
Reading Research: Volume 11l. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Armour, T.C., Clay, C., Bruno, K., & Allen, B.A. (1990). An outlier study
of elementary and middle schools in New York City: Final report. New
York: New York City Board of Education.

Briggs, K.L., & Thomas, K. (1997). Patterns of success: Successful pathways
to elementary literacy in Texas spotlight schools. Austin, TX: Texas Center for
Educational Research.

Brophy, J. (1982). Successful teaching strategies for the inner-city child.
Phi Delta Kappan, 63, 527-530.

Duffy, G.G., Roehler, L.R., & Herrmann, B.A. (1988). Modeling mental
processes helps poor readers become strategic readers. The Reading
Teacher, 41, 762-767.

Ferguson, R. (1991). Paying for public education: New evidence on how
and why money matters. Harvard Journal on Legislation, 28, 465-498.
Haberman, M. (1995). Star teachers of children of poverty. West Lafayette,
IN: Kappa Delta Pi.

Hoffman, J., & Pearson, P.D. (1999). What your grandmother’s teacher
didn’t know that your granddaughter’s teacher should. Austin, TX:
University of Texas at Austin.

International Reading Association. (1999). Using multiple methods of
beginning reading instruction: A position statement of the International
Reading Association. Newark, DE: Author.

Jordan, H.R., Mendro, R.L., Weeringhe, D., & Dallas Public Schools.
(1997). Teacher effects on longitudinal student achievement.
Presentation at the CREATE Annual Meeting, Indianapolis, IN.

Knapp, M.S. (1995). Teaching for meaning in high poverty classrooms.
New York: Teachers College Press.

Ladson-Billings, G. (1994). The dreamkeepers: Successful teachers of
African American children. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Metsala, J.L. (1997). Effective primary-grades literacy instruction =
Balanced literacy instruction. The Reading Teacher, 50, 518-521.

Moll, L. (1988). Some key issues in teaching Latino students.

Language Arts, 65, 465-472.

Pederson, E., Faucher, T.A., & Eaton, W.W. (1978). A new perspective
on the effects of first-grade teachers on children’s subsequent adult
status. Harvard Educational Review, 48, 1-31.

Pressley, M., Rankin, J., & Yokoi, L. (1996). A survey of instructional prac-
tice of primary teachers nominated as effective in promoting literacy.
The Elementary School Journal, 96, 363-384.

Ruddell, R.B. (1995). Those influential literacy teachers: Meaning nego-
tiators and motivation builders. The Reading Teacher, 48, 454-463.
Sanders, W.L., & Rivers, J.C. (1996). Cumulative and residual effects of
teachers on future student academic achievement: Research progress
report. Knoxville, TN: University of Tennessee Value-Added Research
and Assessment Center.

Skinner, E.A., & Belmont, M.J. (1993). Motivation in the classroom:
Reciprocal effects of teacher behavior and student engagement across
the school year. Journal of Educational Psychology, 85, 571-581.

Snow, C.E., Burns, M.S., & Giriffin, P. (Eds.). (1998). Preventing reading
difficulties in young children. Washington, DC: National Academy Press.
Sweet, A.P., Guthrie, J.T., & Ng, M.M. (1998). Teacher perception and stu-
dent reading motivation. Journal of Educational Psychology, 90, 210-223.
Taylor, B.M., Pearson, P.D., Clark, K.F., & Walpole, S. (1999). Beating
the odds in teaching all children to read. Ann Arbor, MI: Center for the
Improvement of Early Reading Achievement.

Teddlie, C., & Stringfield, S. (1993). Schools make a difference: Lessons
learned from a 10-year study of school effects. New York: Teachers
College Press.

Tharp, R.G. (1997). The five generic principles: Current knowledge
about effective education of at-risk students. Santa Cruz, CA: Center
for Research on Education Diversity and Excellence, University

of California.

Thomas, K.F., & Barksdale-Ladd, M.A. (1995). Effective literacy class-
rooms: Teachers and students exploring literacy together. In K.A.
Hinchman, D.J. Leu, & C.K. Kinzer, (Eds.), Perspectives on literacy
research and practice (Forty-fourth Yearbook of the National Reading
Conference). Chicago: National Reading Conference.
Wharton-McDonald, R., Pressley, M., & Hampston, J.M. (1998). Literacy
instruction in nine first-grade classrooms: Teacher characteristics and
student achievement. The Elementary School Journal, 99, 101-128.
Wright, P.S., Horn, S.P., & Sanders, W.L. (1997). Teacher and classroom
context effects on student achievement: Implications for teacher evalua-
tion. Journal of Personnel Evaluation in Education, 11, 57-67.




Related Resources Available From the
International Reading Association

The Balanced Reading Program: Helping All Students
Achieve Success

Susan M. Blair-Larsen, Kathryn A. Williams, Editors
1999

Building a Knowledge Base in Reading
Jane Braunger, Jan Patricia Lewis
1997

Children Achieving: Best Practices in Early Literacy
Susan B. Neuman, Kathleen A. Roskos, Editors
1998

Early Literacy Instruction for the New Millennium
W. Dorsey Hammond, Taffy E. Raphael, Editors
1999

The Explicit Teaching of Reading
Joelie Hancock, Editor
1999

Learning to Read: Beyond Phonics and Whole Language
G. Brian Thompson, Tom Nicholson, Editors
1999

Learning to Read and Write: Developmentally Appropriate
Practices for Young Children

A joint position statement of the International Reading
Association (IRA) and the National Association for the
Education of Young Children (NAEYC)

1998

Linking Literacy and Technology: A Guide for K-8 Classrooms
Shelley B. Wepner, William J. Valmont, Richard Thurlow,
Editors

2000

Portfolios in Teacher Education
Maureen McLaughlin, MaryEllen Vogt
1996

Practical Approaches for Teaching Reading and Writing in
Middle Schools

Teresa M. Morretta, Michelle Ambrosini

2000

Struggling Adolescent Readers: A Collection of Teaching
Strategies

David W. Moore, Donna E. Alvermann, Kathleen A.
Hinchman, Editors

2000

Teachers Learning to Use the Internet: Some Insights From the
United Kingdom Experience

In Reading Online: www.readingonline.org/international/
medwell

Jane Medwell

1999

Using the Knowledge Base in Reading: Teachers at Work
Jane Braunger, Jan Patricia Lewis

1999

Adopted by the Board of Directors,
January 2000
Board of Directors at Time of Adoption

Carol Minnick Santa, President
Carmelita K. Williams, President-Elect
Donna Ogle, Vice President

Alan E. Farstrup, Executive Director

Kathryn H. Au
Betsy M. Baker
Patricia A. Edwards
Adria F. Klein
Gregg M. Kurek
Diane L. Larson
Jeanne R. Paratore
Lori L. Rog
Timothy Shanahan

This brochure may be purchased from the
International Reading Association in quantities of 10,
prepaid only. (Please contact the Association for
pricing information.) Single copies are free upon
request by sending a self-addressed, stamped
envelope. Requests from outside the U.S. should
include an envelope, but postage is not required.

©2000 International Reading Association
Cover photo: Photodisc

INTERNATIONAL
o4 Reading.
Assoclation
800 Barksdale Road
PO Box 8139
Newark, Delaware 19714-8139, USA
Phone: 302-731-1600
Fax: 302-731-1057
Web site: www.reading.org

#1041



