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Chapter	1
Constructing	a	Personal	Theory	About
Learning

“A	 personal	 vision	 for	 why	 one	 is	 teaching	 is	 a	 crucial	 part	 of
expertise.	Teachers	with	a	vision	possess	both	a	thematic	framework
for	 their	 constructivist	 instruction	 and	 the	 passion	 that	 sustains
them	through	the	difficulties	of	daily	teaching”	(Duffy	2002,	229).

Considerations	from	Research
• Effective	teachers	learn	from	teaching.	They	understand	how	to
systematically	organize	useful	learning	activities	and	adapt	instruction	to
the	diverse	needs	and	interests	of	their	students.

• Improving	classroom	instruction	is	an	important	factor	in	improving
student	learning.

• Telling	is	not	teaching.

• The	power	of	the	teacher’s	language	in	the	classroom	cannot	be
underestimated.	Skillful	language	enhances	students’	learning,	sustains
their	motivation,	expands	their	interests,	builds	their	confidence	and	self-
awareness,	and	strengthens	teacher-student	and	student-student	rapport.

What	 is	 your	 personal	 vision	 for	 teaching?	 How	 does	 one	 develop	 a
personal	vision	for	 teaching?	More	specifically,	how	important	 is	a	personal
vision	for	teaching,	and	how	does	that	vision	affect	what	you	do	as	you	teach
reading	comprehension?

According	 to	 Duffy	 (2002),	 a	 personal	 vision	 drives	 the	 evolution	 of
teaching	expertise	and	 fuels	enough	passion	 for	 teachers	 to	continue	 to	 face
sometimes	 seemingly	 impossible	 odds	 to	 connect	 with	 students	 and	 guide
their	successful	acquisition	of	the	strategies	they	need	to	deeply	comprehend
text.	A	powerful	personal	theory	of	learning	sustains	teachers	as	they	seek	to
construct	 the	best	 instructional	context	for	 their	students.	This	 theory	guides
teachers	as	they	glean	educational	excellence	through	best	practices	set	forth
by	 those	who	 have	 led	 the	way	with	 significant,	 sustainable	 research	 about
learning	 and	what	works	 in	 reading	 instruction.	 A	 personal	 theory	 for	 how
students	 learn	 to	 process	 text	 and	 internalize	 comprehension	 strategies



provides	a	compass	for	teachers	when	making	critical	decisions	as	they	create
an	 effective	 community	 of	 learners,	 design	 reading	 instruction	 based	 on
assessment	of	students’	strengths	and	needs,	and	advocate	for	the	students	in
their	classrooms.

In	this	chapter,	I	present	a	brief	overview	of	three	significant	contributions
from	 experts	 in	 education	 and	 psychology	 whose	 work	 has	 influenced	 my
personal	 theory	 and	 vision	 for	 framing	 effective,	 powerful	 instruction	 for
students’	success	in	reading	comprehension.	These	contributions	include:

• the	critical	role	of	language	in	teaching	for	comprehension

• the	gradual	release	of	responsibility	model

• the	significance	of	rich	input	in	brain-compatible	reading	instruction

What	 forms	 the	 foundation	 of	 your	 personal	 learning	 theory	 or
vision	for	teaching?	What	are	your	beliefs	about	how	students	learn
to	comprehend	text?	What	beliefs	guide	your	teaching	decisions?

Write	a	bulleted	list	of	tenets	that	drive	your	reading	instruction,
especially	 in	 the	 area	 of	 comprehension.	 Consider	 the	 experts
whose	voices	and	ideas	have	become	a	part	of	who	you	are	today	as
a	 teacher.	 What	 impact	 have	 they	 had	 on	 your	 evolving
understanding	of	best	practices	in	reading	instruction?

When	you	have	finished	reading	 this	chapter,	 return	 to	your	 list
of	 tenets.	 How	 do	 your	 tenets	 compare	 to	 those	 described	 in	 the
chapter?	 In	what	ways	have	 the	 ideas	 in	 the	chapter	affected	your
learning	theory?	

The	Critical	Role	of	Language	in	Teaching	for
Comprehension
An	 essential	 premise	 of	 this	 book	 is	 that	 engaging,	 focused	 dialogue

between	the	 teacher	and	students	 is	 the	bedrock	for	 the	mental	development
necessary	 for	 students	 to	 acquire	 strategies	 to	 effectively	 comprehend	 text.
Targeted	 language	 allows	 teachers	 to	 demonstrate	 the	 ideas	 and	 procedures
behind	such	cognitive	processes	as	summarizing	the	important	ideas	of	a	text
or	creating	an	 inference	after	 reading.	Carefully	designed	“teacher	 talk”	and
modeling	assist	students	by	allowing	them	to	“see	into”	the	mind	of	a	reader.
Intentional	interactions	and	conversations	with	someone	more	experienced	in
using	a	reading	strategy	support	students	in	creating	meaning	and	developing
a	 system	 for	 categorizing	 new	 learning	 or	 input.	 When	 the	 interactions



between	 the	students	and	 the	“expert”	are	active,	stimulating,	and	engaging,
the	 students	 build	more	 complex	 systems	 for	 categorizing	 new	 information
and	increase	their	capacity	to	use	the	strategy	in	new	contexts	(Lyons	2003).

“A	by-product	of	a	teacher’s	skillful	use	of	language	is	that	students	often
begin	 using	 language	 more	 skillfully	 themselves.	 …	 Learning	 to	 use
teacher	language	to	its	full	potential	means	becoming	aware	of	our	habitual
ways	of	speaking	and	the	messages,	positive	or	negative,	that	these	may	be
sending	to	our	students”	(Denton	2007,	10).

Vygotsky’s	insights	on	the	personal	construction	of	meaning	through	social
interactions	about	cognition	began	to	spread	in	the	1960s	with	the	translation
of	his	1934	work	Thought	and	Language.	Over	the	years,	many	researchers,
psychologists,	 and	 educators	 have	 explored	 and	 expanded	 upon	Vygotsky’s
theories	about	learning	(Vygotsky	1962;	Tharp	and	Gallimore	1988;	Bodrova
and	Leong	1996;	Lyons	2003).	The	next	section	provides	a	brief	overview	of
some	 of	 this	 work	 and	 its	 implications	 for	 developing	 one’s	 own	 personal
theory	or	vision	for	teaching	reading	comprehension.

The	 social	 and	 cultural	 context	 for	 learners	 is	 a	 key	 component	 of	 the
development	 of	 cognitive	 processing	 (Vygotsky	 1962).	 Purposeful
conversations	 with	 a	 student	 about	 new	 learning	 change	 over	 time	 as	 the
student	 takes	on	more	 responsibility	 for	 strategic	cognition.	Social	 language
moves	 to	 shared	 language	 through	an	 inter-cognitive	exchange	 that	 engages
the	 learner	 in	 authentic	 talk	 with	 a	 more	 knowledgeable	 “other”	 about	 the
learning	 objective	 (Lyons	 2003).	 Eventually,	 the	 learner	 develops	 an	 inner
control	of	 the	new	 learning,	 and	a	personal,	unseen	 self-talk	 to	process	 that
learning	in	context	develops	and	becomes	both	flexible	and	automatic.

The	Zone	of	Proximal	Development
Vygotsky	 best	 describes	 this	 learning	 development	 through	 his	 zone	 of

proximal	 development	 (ZPD)	 concept.	 The	 zone	 represents	 a	 continuum	 of
potential	 strategies	or	behaviors	 that	 are	close	 to	developing	or	emerging	 in
the	learner	in	the	near	future	(proximal)	with	purposeful	assistance	and	social
interactions	with	one	more	capable	than	the	learner.	The	ZPD	is	fluid,	cyclic,
and	 ever-changing	 as	 a	 student	 moves	 from	 what	 he	 or	 she	 can	 do	 with
assistance	 to	 independent	 action	 and	 back	 to	 taking	 on	 new	 learning	 with
assistance.

The	 ZPD	 represents	 the	 distance	 between	 what	 a	 student	 can	 do
independently	through	personal	processing	and	problem	solving	and	what	the
student	 can	 achieve	 through	 collaboration	with	 and	 assistance	 from	 a	more



knowledgeable	adult	or	peer.	Tharp	and	Gallimore	(1988,	33–39)	build	upon
Vygotsky’s	theories	by	articulating	four	distinct	phases	or	stages	of	the	zone
of	proximal	development.	These	phases	can	be	considered	 in	 the	context	of
teaching	a	reading	comprehension	strategy.

In	 the	 first	 phase	 of	 the	 ZPD,	 a	 teacher/coach	 provides	 assistance	 to	 the
student	 through	 specific	 cognitive	 language	 and	 demonstration	 of	 what	 the
reading	 comprehension	 strategy	 is,	 how	 it	 looks	 and	 sounds	when	 a	 reader
uses	 it,	 and	where	 and	why	 to	 use	 it.	 During	 this	 phase,	 the	 teacher/coach
attempts	to	“scaffold”	the	student	into	an	understanding	of	the	strategy	and	its
application	by	making	the	role	of	the	learner	easier.	This	is	done	by	providing
assistance	that	gradually	decreases	as	the	learner	takes	on	more	responsibility
for	 the	 strategy	 (Wood,	 Bruner,	 and	 Ross	 1976).	 The	 expert	 models	 the
strategy	 and	 explicitly	 explains	 the	 procedures	 of	 cognition	 through	 think
alouds.	 The	 student	 begins	 to	 imitate	 the	 teacher/coach	 and	 apply	 the	 new
strategy	 with	 assistance.	 In	 this	 phase,	 the	 expert	 engages	 the	 learner	 in
meaningful	dialogue	and	experiences	with	the	strategy	by	helping	the	learner
organize	 the	 cognitive	 structures	 or	 procedures	 for	 strategy	 use;	 asking
questions	 that	help	 the	student	rephrase	 the	 learning,	make	connections,	and
take	 action;	 offering	 specific	 feedback;	 and	 providing	 instruction	 through
interactive	 use	 of	 the	 strategy	 (Pearson	 and	 Gallagher	 1983;	 Tharp	 and
Gallimore	1988;	Bodrova	and	Leong	1996).

During	 the	 second	 phase	 of	 the	 ZPD,	 the	 control	 for	 the	 strategy’s
application	 during	 reading	 shifts	 to	 the	 student.	 The	 student	 starts	 to
internalize	 the	 socially-constructed	 language	 of	 the	 strategy	 (developed	 in
phase	one	with	the	support	of	the	teacher/coach)	to	rehearse	the	strategy.	The
student	 employs	 “self-talk”	 to	 plan	 out	 and	 make	 purposeful	 moves	 to
problem	 solve	 reading	 challenges.	 The	 teacher/coach	 supports	 the	 student’s
self-assistance	 by	 monitoring	 his	 or	 her	 thinking	 “moves”	 and	 providing
targeted	 feedback.	The	expert	continues	 to	prompt	or	 redirect	 the	student	as
necessary	 to	 prevent	 the	 student	 from	 habituating	 errors	 in	 processing	 the
strategy	or	the	procedures	that	define	its	effective	use.

Read	the	transcript	that	follows	about	a	student	named	David.	David’s	self-
talk	 illustrates	 how	 he	 attempts	 to	 solve	 the	 problem	 he	 encountered	while
reading.	 His	 conversation	 with	 his	 reading	 teacher	 as	 he	 addresses	 this
personal	challenge	exemplifies	the	evolution	from	phase	one	to	phase	two	of
the	ZPD.	David’s	comments	also	reveal	how	a	student	picks	up	on	and	uses
the	teacher’s	“strategy	talk.”

Example	of	Student	Strategy	Use

David: Hmmm,	this	is	a	tricky	part.	Now,	don’t	help	me.



Teacher: I	won’t.	(Teacher	does	not	provide	assistance.)

David: (Returns	 to	 his	 “tricky	 part”	 in	 the	 text	 and	 begins	 asking
himself	questions.)

What	can	I	do	to	help	myself?	This	part	does	not	make	sense	to
me.

Let	me	see.

Does	the	picture	help	me?	(Carefully	examines	the	picture.)

If	I	reread	the	text,	maybe	it	will	make	more	sense.	(Rereads	the
problematic	text	section.)

Now,	 can	 I	 make	 a	 movie	 in	 my	 mind	 of	 what	 I	 just	 read?
(Looks	off	and	appears	to	be	thinking.)

Oh,	I	get	it.	I	know	what	this	part	means	now.

Here,	let	me	tell	you	what	I	think.	(Tells	teacher	what	he	thinks
the	tricky	part	means.)

Teacher: I	 saw	 you	 do	 several	 things	 to	 help	 yourself	 as	 you	 thought
about	the	tricky	part.	(Renames	David’s	monitoring	moves.)

How	did	these	strategies	help	you	understand	what	you	read?

David’s	use	of	 self-talk	as	he	 searches	and	checks	 the	 text	 to	 re-establish
meaning	 indicates	 that	 he	 is	 in	 the	 second	 phase	 of	 the	 ZPD.	 His	 teacher
acknowledges	his	intention	to	help	himself	and	gives	him	the	opportunity	to
reflect	on	the	effective	moves	he	applied	and	the	sources	of	information	that
he	used	to	make	sense	of	the	text.

During	phase	two,	students	take	on	increasing	control	of	their	own	learning
and	 performance	 of	 the	 strategy.	 Processing	 of	 the	 strategy	 begins	 to	move
underground,	 becoming	 unseen	 as	 self-directed	 speech	 evolves	 into	 a
purposeful	 internal	conversation.	The	 teacher	 in	 this	example	expects	David
to	 eventually	 shift	 from	 his	 audible,	 self-directed	 speech	 to	 private	 speech.
The	teacher	also	recognizes	that	more	processing	will	occur	in	David’s	head
as	 he	 becomes	 increasingly	 adept	 at	 using	 known	 strategies	 to	 maintain



meaning	 as	 he	 reads.	 When	 a	 student’s	 reading	 behaviors—searching,
checking,	 monitoring,	 and	 self-correcting—become	 quick,	 effective,	 and
covert,	the	student	moves	into	phase	three	of	the	ZPD,	demonstrating	signs	of
inner	control	and	independent	strategy	use	(Clay	1991).

In	 the	 third	 phase	 of	 the	 ZPD,	 the	 learner	 self-regulates	 the	 strategy,
maintaining	control	of	and	responsibility	for	the	task.	The	student	appears	to
have	 internalized	 the	 strategy	 and	 can	 use	 it	with	 increasing	 flexibility	 and
fluency.	 Private	 speech	 becomes	 abbreviated	 and	 efficient;	 it	 is	 literally
transformed	in	the	student’s	mind,	becoming	shortened	and	automatic	as	the
student	uses	the	strategy	to	process	the	text.	Tharp	and	Gallimore	(1988,	35)
refer	 to	 this	 automatization	 of	 the	 strategy	 as	 “fossilized”	 performance,	 in
which	the	student	displays	independence	and	control	with	the	strategy.	In	this
phase	of	the	ZPD,	the	language	and	procedures	of	the	strategy	are	in	the	head
of	 the	 learner,	who	now	“owns”	 the	 strategy.	The	 student	 employs	 internal,
personal	cognition	to	plan	and	process	learning.

A	 final	 phase	 of	 the	 ZPD	 occurs	 when	 a	 strategy	 becomes	 “de-
automatized”	through	the	introduction,	purposefully	or	incidentally,	of	a	more
complex	 application	 of	 the	 strategy.	 This	 forces	 the	 student	 to	 revert	 to	 an
earlier	phase	of	the	ZPD	to	solve	the	problem.	The	student	may	return	to	self-
talk	 to	 work	 through	 the	 processing	 challenge	 or	 may	 require	 the	 direct
assistance	 of	 the	 teacher	 to	 hone	 the	 strategy.	 The	 new	 task	 may	 add	 a
different	level	of	complexity	to	the	student’s	cognitive	and	procedural	patterns
for	the	strategy,	which	is	now	being	applied	in	a	new	context.	Appropriately,
the	 teacher	adjusts	 the	scaffold,	providing	as	minimal	support	as	possible	 to
help	the	student	deal	with	the	challenge.

To	foster	new	learning	and	the	development	of	advanced	reading	strategies,
the	 teacher	creates	 intentional	 instructional	conditions	 that	continually	move
the	 student	 recursively	 through	 the	 ZPD	 in	 order	 to	 introduce,	 build,	 and
solidify	 increasingly	 sophisticated	 neural	 networks	 to	 support	 reading
comprehension.	 For	 example,	 the	 teacher	 incorporates	 a	 different	 level	 of
complexity	in	strategy	acquisition	into	instruction	so	that	 the	student	returns
to	 a	 lower	 stage	 of	 the	 ZPD	 to	 gain	 needed	 assistance	 with	 the	 new
dimensions	of	that	strategy.	When	a	student	has	inner	control	over	a	specific
reading	comprehension	strategy	but	encounters	a	more	difficult	text	or	a	less
familiar	genre	of	text	(such	as	shifting	from	fiction	to	nonfiction),	the	student
often	 returns	 to	 auditory	 self-talk	 to	 work	 through	 the	 challenge	 or	 seeks
scaffolding	assistance	from	an	expert.	Whenever	the	student	encounters	new
concepts	or	the	need	for	a	deeper	understanding	and	application	of	a	reading
comprehension	strategy,	the	student	recycles	through	the	phases	of	the	ZPD	to
build	 ever-increasing	 reservoirs	 of	 procedural	 processes	 and	 cognitive



networks.

Take	 a	 moment	 to	 sum	 up	 in	 your	 own	 words	 the	 zone	 of
proximal	development	and	how	students	move	 through	 the	phases
to	 gain	 independent,	 flexible,	 and	 automatic	 use	 of	 a	 reading
comprehension	strategy.

Now	select	a	comprehension	strategy	that	you	are	considering	as
an	instructional	reading	target	for	a	small	group	of	students.	Where
are	 these	 students	 in	 relation	 to	 “owning”	 this	 strategy,	 or
consistently	and	competently	using	it	in	their	reading?	What	aspects
of	 this	 strategy	do	 these	 students	 currently	 control?	Are	 all	 of	 the
students	in	the	group	in	the	same	phase	of	the	ZPD?	What	scaffolds
will	you	need	to	provide	to	help	students	move	to	the	next	phase	of
the	ZPD?	

The	Gradual	Release	of	Responsibility	Model
Focused,	 purposeful	 performance	 assistance	 supports	 students	 throughout

the	early	phases	of	 the	ZPD	 through	 the	use	of	 thoughtful	 think	alouds	and
explicit	modeling,	 authentic	 conversations	 about	 the	new	 learning,	 carefully
considered	questioning	and	teaching	moves,	powerful	prompts	and	cues,	and
specific	 feedback.	As	 the	 students	 try	out	 the	critical	 attributes	of	 a	 reading
strategy,	 they	 develop	 the	 self-talk	 and	 procedural	 processing	 that	 will
eventually	enable	them	to	automatize	and	fossilize	that	strategy	as	they	read.
The	intensity	of	support	and	assistance	needed	in	the	first	phases	of	the	ZPD
varies	from	student	 to	student.	Teacher	observation	and	informal	assessment
of	where	the	students	are	in	relationship	to	owning	the	reading	comprehension
strategy	 determine	 how	 the	 teacher	 structures	 lessons.	 The	 teacher	 moves
from	modeled	demonstration	of	the	strategy	to	shared,	interactive	practice	to
guided	 practice	 to	 independent	 practice	 and	 flexibility	 with	 the	 use	 of	 the
strategy	(Holdaway	1979;	Pearson	and	Gallagher	1983;	Tharp	and	Gallimore
1988).	 This	 instructional	 context	moves	 students	 from	 the	 greatest	 level	 of
teacher	 support	 to	 a	minimal	 level	 of	 support	 as	 students	 take	 on	 an	 inner
control	of	the	strategy.

The	gradual	release	of	responsibility	model	(Pearson	and	Gallagher	1983)
is	a	carefully	structured	instructional	plan	based	on	the	concepts	and	stages	of
the	ZPD.	In	 this	 lesson	design	model,	students	develop	critical-thinking	and
problem-solving	strategies	 through	 initial	support	 from	the	demonstration	of
strategic	thinking	and	processing	by	the	teacher.

The	students	then	take	on	those	strategic	actions	through	a	gradual	release



of	 responsibility	 from	 the	 teacher	 to	 the	 students.	 The	 teacher	 gradually
decreases	scaffolding	support	until	the	students	independently	incorporate	the
new	 patterns	 for	 learning	 into	 their	 own	 meaning-making	 processes.	 Four
specific	levels	of	teacher	support	represent	this	release	of	responsibility	to	the
students:	 teacher	 control	 of	 the	 strategy	 through	 modeling	 and	 purposeful
student-teacher	 conversations;	 shared,	 interactive	 engagement	 between	 the
teacher	 and	 students	 through	 a	 collaborative	 use	 of	 the	 strategy;	 guided
practice	of	the	strategy	in	which	the	students	take	control	of	the	strategy	and
the	teacher	provides	prompts,	clarification,	feedback,	and	support	as	needed;
and	 finally,	 independent	 use	 of	 the	 strategy	 by	 the	 students	 (Pearson	 and
Fielding	 1991;	Wilhelm	 2001;	Duke	 and	 Pearson	 2002).	 The	 design	 of	 the
STAR	 (Strategic	 Thinker	 and	 Reader)	 Model	 Lessons	 for	 reading
comprehension	 instruction	 in	 this	 book	 reflects	 this	 gradual	 release	 of
responsibility	 from	 the	 teacher	 to	 the	 student.	 Although	 the	 levels	 of
assistance	 within	 the	 lesson	 structure	 are	 described	 in	 a	 linear	 fashion,
students	 often	 move	 recursively	 through	 the	 lesson	 with	 the	 teacher
responding	to	their	needs.	The	teacher	chooses	to	return	to	a	more	supportive
level	 in	 the	 model	 when	 the	 students	 experience	 confusion	 or	 need	 brief,
additional	 scaffolding	 in	 order	 to	 continue	 to	 move	 toward	 independent
processing	of	a	 reading	comprehension	strategy.	Figure	1.1	below	illustrates
the	recursive	nature	of	activities	in	this	instructional	model.

Figure	1.1	The	Gradual	Release	of	Responsibility	Model



Phases	of	the	Gradual	Release	of	Responsibility	Model

I	Do—Modeled	Strategy	Use
At	this	level	of	instruction,	the	teacher	introduces	the	strategy	focus	for	the

lesson	and	thinks	aloud	about	the	strategy:

• what	it	is

• why	it	is	used

• how	and	when	to	use	it

The	 teacher	 makes	 the	 implicit	 explicit	 by	 carefully	 breaking	 down	 and
articulating	the	critical	attributes	of	the	strategy	and	mental	pattern	necessary
to	 incorporate	 that	 strategy	 into	 an	 authentic	 meaning-making	 context
(Pearson	 and	 Gallagher	 1983;	 Jensen	 2000).	 The	 teacher	 uses	 the
metacognitive	language	of	a	reading	expert,	explaining	short,	comprehensible
parts	 of	 the	 strategy	 while	 modeling	 how	 readers	 process	 text	 using	 this
strategy.	 During	 the	 I	 Do	 phase,	 the	 teacher	 actively	 engages	 students	 in



conversations	 about	 the	 work	 the	 strategy	 requires,	 providing	 concrete
examples	of	the	strategy’s	application	and	even	visual	models	of	the	patterns
of	thinking	employed	by	a	reader	when	using	the	strategy.

We	Do—Shared	Strategy	Use
In	 this	 part	 of	 the	 lesson,	 the	 teacher	 still	 controls	 the	 strategy	 use	 but

invites	 the	 students	 to	 enter	 the	 learning,	 sharing	 the	 actions	 of	 a	 reader	 in
utilizing	 the	 comprehension	 strategy	 to	 process	 text.	 Students	 sample	 the
language	 and	 actions	 of	 a	 strategic	 reader	 engaged	with	 text	 as	 the	 teacher
gradually	passes	increasing	control	of	the	strategy	to	the	students.	The	actions
of	the	students	occur	in	a	risk-free	context,	allowing	them	to	come	in	and	out
of	 the	 collaborative	 experience	 as	 they	 begin	 to	 understand	 the	 procedural
processes	 of	 the	 strategy.	The	 teacher	 discusses	 the	 critical	 attributes	 of	 the
strategy;	 prompts	 students	 to	 problem	 solve	 through	 short,	 purposeful
examples	and	shared	practice	of	the	strategy;	asks	questions	to	help	students
reflect	 on	 the	hows	 and	whys	of	 the	 strategy’s	 application;	 and	 reframes	or
redirects	students’	thinking	when	necessary.	The	teacher	scaffolds	and	adjusts
instruction	 through	 pacing,	 the	 increments	 of	 practice,	 the	 size	 of	 the	 text
chunks,	the	reading	level	of	the	text,	and	the	specificity	of	the	language.	The
We	Do	portion	of	the	lesson	design	is	exactly	that—a	social	experience	shared
between	 the	 expert	 and	 the	 novice	 during	 interactive	 engagement	 with
targeted	reading	work.

You	Try—Guided	Strategy	Use
Now	the	 level	of	 teacher	 talk	fades	as	 the	responsibility	of	 the	strategy	 is

handed	over	to	the	students.	At	this	phase	of	the	lesson,	students	are	working
individually	with	 the	 strategy;	however,	 the	 teacher	 still	maintains	an	active
role	 through	 a	 guided-practice	 context.	 As	 they	 define	 the	 strategy	 for
themselves,	 the	students	control	the	reading	of	the	text	through	self-talk	and
the	 targeted	actions	of	strategic,	active	problem	solvers.	The	 teacher	 is	 right
there	 to	 drop	 in	 on	 readers	 and	 monitor,	 prompt	 and	 cue,	 clarify,	 redirect
student	intentions	or	reteach,	and	provide	specific	feedback	for	students.	The
teacher	supports	students’	reflection	on	the	reading	by	asking	such	questions
as:

• What	are	you	thinking	right	here?

• How	did	you	solve	this	tricky	part?

• When	you	did	this	(name	action/behavior),	what	did	you	discover?

• How	did	doing	this	(name	action/behavior)	help	you	as	a	reader?



• What	would	happen	if	you	considered	this	(name	action/	behavior)?

During	this	guided	portion	of	the	lesson,	the	teacher	expects	to	see	students
making	 approximations	 and	 errors	 as	 they	 try	 out	 the	 strategy.	 The	 teacher
specifically	praises	 the	 students’	 attempts	 to	problem	solve	and	names	what
the	students	are	doing	as	readers.

When	necessary,	the	teacher	intervenes	to	prevent	the	students	from	going
too	far	astray	and	habituating	procedural-processing	(strategy)	errors	as	they
read.	 The	 teacher’s	 interventions	 during	 guided	 practice	 reinforce	 the
behaviors	 of	 effective	 readers:	 they	 self-monitor	 meaning	 and	 try	 different
“fix-up”	strategies	to	reestablish	understanding	as	they	work	through	the	text.
Although	 the	 students	 focus	 on	 the	 featured	 strategy	 during	 the	 guided
practice,	 the	 teacher	 recognizes	or	prompts	 the	orchestration	and	 integration
of	students’	known	comprehension-monitoring	strategies	as	they	read.

You	Do—Independent	Strategy	Use
During	 guided	 practice,	 the	 teacher	 uses	 observation	 and	 informal

assessment	to	determine	whether	the	students	are	ready	to	take	on	a	reading
comprehension	 strategy	with	minimal	 support.	 This	means	 the	 students	 are
ready	 to	move	 into	 purposeful	 independent	 practice	 of	 the	 strategy.	At	 this
point,	 the	 students	 develop	 an	 inner	 control	 of	 the	 strategy’s	 language	 and
procedural	 processing,	 and	 the	 students’	 use	 of	 the	 strategy	 as	 they	 read
becomes	more	 fluid	 and	 automatic.	The	 teacher	 is	 still	 available	 to	monitor
and	assist	when	necessary,	 but	 the	 teacher’s	 role	 changes	 significantly	 from
side-by-side	guidance	to	affirming	and	celebrating	students’	efforts.	The	goal
for	 the	You	Do	 portion	 of	 the	 gradual	 release	 of	 responsibility	model	 is	 to
provide	 the	 students	 with	 real	 opportunities	 to	 practice	 the	 reading
comprehension	 strategy	with	 text	 at	 their	 instructional	or	 independent	 level.
The	 students	 develop	 flexibility	 and	 automaticity	 with	 the	 strategy	 through
this	 independent	 practice,	 signaling	 the	 evolution	 of	 the	 strategy	 to	 a	 skill.
(See	Chapter	 2	 for	 more	 details	 about	 the	 development	 of	 a	 skill.)	 In	 the
classroom,	independent	practice	takes	place	in	a	variety	of	settings,	including
self-selected	 reading,	 reading	 in	 the	 content	 areas,	 literacy
centers/workstations,	 and	 other	 comparable	 literacy	 engagements.	 Students
become	 vital	members	 of	 a	 reading	 community	 as	 they	 have	 conversations
about	their	reading	using	the	strategic	language	of	comprehenders	of	text.

Design	 an	 introduction	 to	 a	 reading	 comprehension	 strategy	 for
students	using	the	first	step	of	the	gradual	release	of	responsibility
model	 presented	 on	 p.	 29—I	Do.	 Select	 an	 instructional	 text	 that



you	can	use	to	illustrate	the	strategy	for	students.

Consider	 how	 you	 will	 model	 the	 use	 of	 your	 strategy.	 What
specific	 language	 will	 you	 use	 to	 describe	 the	 procedures	 of	 the
strategy?	 How	 will	 you	 scaffold	 the	 students	 into	 the	 strategy
through	a	 think	aloud	and	demonstration	 that	will	prepare	 them	to
practice	the	strategy	in	a	shared,	interactive	context?	

The	Importance	of	Rich	Input	in	Brain-Compatible
Instruction
Through	the	lens	of	applied-brain	research,	Jensen	(2000)	identifies	certain

stages	of	learning	that	set	up	the	learner	to	develop	powerful	neural	networks
through	 creating,	 developing,	 and	 strengthening	 connections	 in	 the	 brain.
Jensen’s	approach	consists	of	five	stages:

• Preparation

• Acquisition

• Elaboration

• Memory	formation

• Functional	integration	stage

In	 the	 preparation	 stage,	 the	 teacher	 creates	 a	meaningful	 context	 for	 the
students’	 learning	 by	 activating	 their	 prior	 knowledge	 or	 building	 their
background	knowledge	in	order	to	support	the	students’	ability	to	process	the
new	 information.	 The	 acquisition	 stage	 actively	 engages	 the	 students	 in	 a
variety	of	experiences	through	rich	sensory	input	to	help	them	make	powerful
connections	between	what	 they	know	and	the	new	information.	Learning	by
doing	 solidifies	 the	 acquisition	 of	 new	 procedural	 processes	 and	 the
development	of	 cognitive	patterns.	The	 elaboration	 stage	 continues	 to	place
the	students	 in	authentic	contexts	 to	actively	experiment	with	and	practice	a
strategy.	 Specific	 teacher-peer	 feedback	 helps	 students	 adjust	 their	 learning,
strengthen	their	motivation,	and	deepen	their	neural	connections.	In	the	final
two	 stages—memory	 formation	 and	 functional	 integration—the	 students’
learning	 continues	 to	 be	 solidified	 and	 reinforced	 so	 they	 can	 expand	 upon
and	flexibly	apply	the	strategy	(Jensen	2000,	31–38).

Aligning	 Jensen’s	 stages	 of	 learning	 with	 the	 gradual	 release	 of
responsibility	model	demonstrates	the	correlation	between	understanding	how
the	brain	incorporates	new	learning	and	how	instruction	can	be	structured	to
support	the	internalization	of	that	learning.	For	example,	Jensen’s	preparation
and	acquisition	stages	represent	the	powerful	input	provided	by	the	teacher	in



the	I	Do	and	We	Do	phases	of	the	gradual	release	of	responsibility	model.	The
link	 between	 the	 elaboration	 stage	 and	 the	 You	 Try	 phase	 of	 the	 gradual
release	 model	 is	 evident	 as	 students	 engage	 in	 guided	 practice	 of	 the	 new
strategy,	receiving	specific	feedback	to	help	them	effectively	hone	the	reading
strategy,	 and	 adjust	 their	 thinking	 to	 develop	 essential	 meaning-making
processes.

The	impact	of	rich,	active	engagement	in	motivating	learners	and	activating
cognitive	 connections	 to	 learning	 is	 another	 significant	 correlation	 between
Jensen’s	 stages	 and	 the	 gradual	 release	 of	 responsibility	 model.	 When
students	engage	 in	sensory-rich	 interactions	with	 the	 teacher,	other	students,
the	content/text,	and	the	reading	comprehension	strategy,	they	construct	more
complex	and	authentic	connections	between	what	they	already	know	and	the
new	learning	(Lyons	2003).

During	 the	 We	 Do	 phase	 of	 scaffolded	 reading	 instruction,	 lively
discussions	and	targeted	conversations	about	the	act	of	thinking	strategically
increase	 students’	 learning	 potential.	 Becoming	 active	 participants	 in
purposeful	 dialogue	 helps	 students	 take	 control	 of	 their	 learning	 by
encouraging	 them	 to	 express	 that	 learning	 in	 their	 own	 words.	 Eventually
students	translate	their	socially-constructed	language	into	an	internal,	personal
conversation	 about	 their	 reading	 cognition	 (Tharp	 and	 Gallimore	 1988).
Because	 up	 to	 90	 percent	 of	 students’	 sensory	 input	 comes	 from	 visual
sources	(Jensen	and	Johnson	1994),	the	addition	of	concrete	visual	images—
photographs,	 illustrations,	 sketches,	 diagrams,	 graphic	 organizers,	 STAR
Points	 strategy	 charts—to	 discussions	 about	 the	 critical	 attributes	 and
procedural	 processes	 of	 a	 reading	 strategy	 further	 strengthens	 the	 students’
neural	 connections.	 Graphic	 organizers	 in	 particular	 blend	 together	 the
learners’	verbal	 input	and	a	visual	model	of	 the	connections	and	patterns	of
students’	thinking.

Adding	 a	 variety	 of	 multisensory	 experiences	 and	 considering	 students’
learning	 modalities	 during	 lesson	 design	 improves	 students’	 recall,
strengthens	 neural	 pathways,	 and	 increases	 the	 students’	 energy	 levels	 for
learning	(Lyons	2003;	Jensen	2000).	 In	addition,	providing	novelty	and	rich
input	before	and	during	new	learning	enhances	students’	attention	and	creates
relevance	(Jensen	2000).

Gardner	 (1983)	 identifies	 multiple	 student	 intelligences	 for	 teachers	 to
target	in	their	instruction.	Understanding	these	learning	attributes	is	helpful	to
teachers	 as	 they	 create	 rich	 learning	 environments	 that	 address	 a	 variety	 of
sensory-input	 venues	 that	 different	 students	 employ	 to	 learn	 and	 process
information.	According	to	Gardner,	these	intelligences	include:

• verbal/linguistic	(thinking	through	words)



• logical/mathematical	(thinking	through	reasoning)

• visual/spatial	(thinking	through	pictures	and	images)

• bodily/kinesthetic	(thinking	by	using	the	body	and	movement)

• rhythmic/musical	(thinking	through	melodies	and	rhythm)

• naturalist	(thinking	through	classifying)

• interpersonal	(thinking	by	talking	ideas	through	with	others)

• intrapersonal	(thinking	within	the	self)

Gardner	believes	that	people	possess	all	of	the	intelligences,	with	different
intelligences	 more	 developed	 in	 certain	 individuals	 than	 others.	 When
considering	Gardner’s	 theory	 of	multiple	 intelligences,	 teachers	 incorporate
opportunities	 for	 students	 to	 draw	 upon	 their	 preferred	 intelligences	 to
effectively	develop,	practice,	and	retain	new	information	and	thereby	cement
neural	connections.

Summary
The	 idea	 “I	 am	 a	 part	 of	 all	 that	 I	 have	met”	 (Tennyson	 1842),	 which	 I

shared	 in	 the	 acknowledgements,	 implies	 the	 impact	 of	 various	 influences
from	theory	and	research	that	have	helped	me	build	my	vision	of	teaching.	In
my	 instructional	 practice,	 I	 strive	 to	 incorporate	 the	 three	 tenets	 that
characterize	 the	 nature	 of	 effective	 reading	 comprehension	 instruction:	 the
critical	role	of	language	in	teaching	for	comprehension,	the	gradual	release	of
responsibility	model,	 and	 the	 significance	 of	 rich	 input	 in	 brain-compatible
instruction.	 These	 concepts	 form	 the	 framework	 of	 my	 personal	 vision	 for
teaching	and	learning	and	serve	as	the	foundation	for	the	practices	I	describe
in	this	book.

The	contributions	of	many	other	experts	add	to	an	ever-evolving	personal
framework	 for	 best	 practices	 in	 instruction.	 Day-to-day	 experiences	 in	 real
teaching	 with	 real	 students	 strongly	 influence	 teachers’	 personal	 theories
about	 learning	 and	 effective	 reading	 instruction.	Educators	 continue	 to	 read
and	learn,	apply	and	study,	and	adjust	and	strengthen	their	personal	theories	in
order	to	maximize	true	learning	success	for	their	students.	Teachers	are	a	part
of	 all	 that	 they	 meet	 and	 continue	 to	 encounter,	 so	 a	 personal	 theory	 for
learning	is	never	static	or	complete.

When	presented	with	new	information	and	concepts,	what	type	of
input	 best	 helps	 you	 learn	 and	 retain	 that	 learning?	 How	 do	 you
plan	 for	 rich,	 sensory	 input	 before	 and	 during	 your	 reading



comprehension	 instruction?	 How	 does	 that	 input	 influence	 your
students’	engagement,	 learning,	and	retention	of	new	concepts	and
processes?	
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