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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Background

My story of education begins like this:

I have little recollection of my first two years of education. My parents moved around due to different circumstances so I attended a variety of schools and the one thing I remember is that I was painfully shy. At the end of grade one the teacher wanted to fail me. But my parents convinced the teacher to promote me to Grade 2 as we were moving to a new area and we would be settled. They also promised they would work on my reading skills over the summer. Grade 2 was the start of my educational experience that I remember. Still I was painfully shy and had difficulty with reading and I was placed in special education classes. At home my dad would make me read and answer questions; if I answered the questions wrong my dad would say “re-read it and try to answer again”. Thinking about this now I wonder well if I couldn’t answer it the first time how am I supposed to suddenly be able to answer it the second time. I don’t want to be the teacher who just sends kid back to again with no new strategies to try. So I definitely struggled with reading and it was frustrating. 

However, through all this and for as long as I could remember I have wanted to be a teacher. I would play teacher, I would dream about being a teacher. Then one day when I was telling a friend that I wanted to be a teacher and she responded by saying, “You are not smart enough to be a teacher”, I went home crying and was devastated. But somehow rose above this criticism and I did not let this deter me from my dream. I did struggle at times through school and I do have stories of negative experiences with teachers. However, I have many more memories of teachers believing in me and caring about me. I continued my grade 2-4 in the same school, and then we all went to the next school, which was grade 5-OAC. Each year I grew and became more confident. By grade 8 I was comfortable saying a speech in front of others. By grade 12 I was the president of the student council. I have to credit this to teachers who took the time to care, and believed that I was able to learn. 

I tell this story because it is my history and it presents why I am who I am today, and why after all the years of struggling at school, I still wanted to become a teacher. I want to give back what was given to me, and that is “the belief that all students can learn”. I don’t want students to be told that they are not smart enough to achieve their dreams. 

Cole and Knowles (2000) state that our personal histories have a powerful influence over our professional practice.

Through personal history exploration you will find the keys to unlock your understanding of yourself as teacher. In remembering, re-creating, and writing about your prior experiences associated with learning, schools, classrooms, and teachers you can make known the implicit theories, values, and beliefs that underpin your teaching and being a teacher. (p. 28) good quote

This is important to me because I believe that by understanding where I come from it helps me guide where I want to go and what I want to learn. "Years from now, my actions of today will be the past and from them I will continue to learn. It is like a cycle that continues to spiral, developing us both personally and professionally if we let it" (Cole & Knowles, 2000, p. 29). The above personal story then gives me a beginning point for my research and I will continue to learn by completing an action/reflection cycle; then letting it in the future be a new history for me to start a new the cycle of learning and reflecting. 


The above personal story also has created who I am today. The story below informs where I am today:

After high school I went to Brock University to study Kinesiology with the intent of being a teacher but also leaving my options open to go into physiotherapy if I wanted. After a year in university and working with special needs students at the university, I was reassured yet again I wanted to be a teacher. After completing my undergraduate degree I stayed at Brock University to complete my teacher education. After teacher education I was very fortunate to start supply teaching right away. In September I received my first position as a grade 5 teacher on a long-term occasional position. During the year, I moved to a different school and taught grade 7/8 History, Geography, and Physical Education . Then yet again I was transferred to another school because I was low in seniority and was continually being declared surplus to the schools where I taught in the Disabled Learning unit, kindergarten and primary rotary, and grade 8 Health. The next year I was able to stay at the school 80% of time and taught grader 3/4; the other 20% time I was at a different school in my hometown teaching kindergarten. The following year I was transferred yet one more time and was full time at Elgin Market Public School (E.M.P.S)  teaching grade 3. This brings me back up to date to this current year, which has been an exciting year as I gave birth to my first child, my son Owen. I have spent a wonderful year at home with him, working on my Master’s degree. I am now very much looking forward to September 2010 where I will be returning to the classroom at E.M.P.S to teach grade 3. 

I share this story as it provides details as to where I have been in my educational career up to date and where I am at now. I am excited that I will be starting my third year with the same grade and this year I will have more time to refine my practices in grade 3.

So far I have detailed where I have came from, and where I am today, except one thing that is missing is the understanding of what values will guide my research and where the values have come from. I am very fortunate to have memories of four amazing teachers that have shaped who I am today and influenced the values I hold as an educator. A story to explain my values in my practice: 


Teacher 1: In grade 3 I was very shy and, quiet and, struggled with schoolwork, and especially reading. However I was very fortunate to have a teacher who believed in me. I know that he believed in me and valued me as a student because he tried a variety of strategies to get me to open up in the classroom:, he would call on me, use me in stories, take time to talk to me and get to know me;, then near the end of the year when I think he thought he had tried everything, and he knew I wanted to be a teacher,; he made me teacher of the day. At the time I was very nervous and scared to be standing if front of the class, but I think I appreciated the attention and care he was showing me as he was trying a variety of things to get me to open up.

From this teacher I have learned the value of care, patience, and believing in all students. 

The above teacher demonstrated care for me, patience (in the way he tried many ways to get me to speak, and not once getting angry or frustrated at me, even though at times I am sure he was very frustrated). He also believed that I could learn and demonstrated this by not giving up on me because I was shy. 

Teacher 2: In high school I had a teacher that told me I was a solid B student. I know to someone this could be taken as a negative comment, but because I knew the teacher I understood the context of where he was coming from. He was telling me this because he realized my potential in a lot of areas and that academic study was not my only concern. He was giving me permission to be a solid B student and not worry solely on getting A’s but to enjoy all aspects of life. He realized that there was more to life than academics. He took time to know what I was interested inside and outside of school. As I am reflecting on this experience I believe he was also telling me and giving me permission to learn not only inside school, but that learning outside the classroom was just as important.

From this teacher I learned about balance and passion for life and learning. This particular teacher shared an enthusiasm for learning in and outside the classroom. In the classroom he would be excited about chemistry and physics, outside of the classroom he travelled, camped, and had an astronomy observatory.

Teacher 3: The next teacher that has had a lasting impression on me was my high school gym teacher and coach. This particular teacher continually pushed me, took time to get to know me and used a sense of humour to push me to do my best. He understood I was never going to be an amazing athlete but he allowed me on the teams I was interested in and he valued my spot on those teams. 

From this teacher I learned the importance of valuing all students’ contributions, and the importance of a sense of humor and the value of joy.

Teacher 4: This particular teacher took the time to really question how I thought about things and how I learned. He demonstrated an interest in the way I learned best. He demonstrated this by taking the time after class to discuss with me what I had learned and how I study for certain tests and assignments. When an opportunity arose for me to get a university-paying job at Hamilton Hydro in my last year of high school, this teacher supported and worked with me to complete an independent study so that I could leave high school two months early. He trusted that I could do the learning independently and he also showed me that he was understanding and that he understood my family’s financial circumstances and the benefit of me working at a job that would pay well so I could pay for university. He valued the fact that I wanted to attend post-secondary education and in order to do that I had to work hard to pay for it.

From this teacher I learned the value of understanding, trust, and that students can learn in a variety of ways. 


The importance in sharing the above stories is to demonstrate the values I have in education and how I recognize them in others. Understanding my values is important, as it will guide my research. McNiff (1997) states “Action research begins with values. As a self reflective practitioner you need to be aware of what drives your life and work, so you can be clear about what you are doing and why you are doing it” (www.jeanmcniff.com). Therefore the values that will be guiding my research are care, patience, balance, valuing all students, believing in all students, humor, joy, understanding, trust, and a believe that students can learn in a variety of ways. 

Context

What is my area of concern?

I am concerned about those students who come to me and are labeled “low students”. I am also concerned that students are labeled low because they are having difficulty reading and comprehending reading. I have had many conversations with teachers  about sorting students into high and low and made class lists in the same way. I am what Whitehead (1989) would call a “living contradiction” because even though this is a concern to me personally, I have been guilty of sending students off to the next grade and labeling them as “low” or “high”. Next year I do not want to send my grade 3 students off to the grade 4 teachers and have them be labeled as “low”.

Why am I concerned?

I am concerned because I struggled with reading, which in turn made school life more difficult. I am also concerned about this because if students leave grade 3 and they are still having difficulty reading I feel that they will have trouble keeping up in every other academic subject for the rest of their educational careers. I have seen students in the junior grades that are still having difficulty reading and they struggle through with subject areas, and do not seem to enjoy school as much. 

McClanahan (2009) states:

Is this part of a sentence? If so, start with …the ability of students who struggle to read with comprehension in content-area subjects has never been more important or more challenging. Researchers have well identified the problems that struggling readers encounter. (p.105)
If I improve my practices in teaching reading, hopefully, I will have an impact on student success, and student confidence. Therefore, my question for research is:

How can I improve my teaching of reading strategies to improve the skills of emergent readers in grade 3?

Critical Friend

Costa and Kallica (1993) describe a critical friend as:
A critical friend can be defined as a trusted person who asks provocative questions, provides data to be examined through another lens, and offers critiques of a person’s work as a friend. A critical friend takes the time to fully understand the context of the work presented and the outcomes that the person or group is working toward. The friend is an advocate for the success of that work. (p.90)

A critical friend is an important part of educational research as that person takes the time and care to read over one’s work and provide thought-provoking questions that allows the researcher to continue to grow in their studies. 


As a researcher it very important that I have a critical friend that I can trust, be honest with, feel cared for, and relate to. I am very fortunate that Sheryl Elliot who is a Vice-Principal at Kincardine High School is going to be my critical friend. Sheryl has been in education for many years as a teacher, Student Success teacher, guidance teacher, and currently a vice-principal. Sheryl and I are taking our Master’s Program together through Brock University as the Blue Water District School Board (BWDSB) cohort. Sheryl and I did not really know each other but since we live in the same town we have been driving to the courses together which is a 45 mile? drive and we have developed a very trusting relationship. I look forward to working with Sheryl on this journey and adventure. I trust that Sheryl will ask me thought-provoking questions and that she will be critical of my work. I also know Sheryl will share my enthusiasm for my research and will be very happy as I work toward succeeding with my work. 
CHAPTER 2: METHODOLOGY/METHODS

Methodology


My major research project is going to be an action research based self-study. My number one goal is to gain more information to improve my practice as an educator to in turn benefit the students that I work with. McNiff (1997) states that action research is a “practical way of looking at your own work to check that it is as you would like it to be” (http://www.jeanmcniff.com/ar-booklet.asp). McNiff describes action research as research that is open ended and does not begin with a fixed hypothesis but with an idea that is to be developed over time. Action research is a form of self-evaluation as you take an idea and continually try new strategies, reflect and try again to try to find the outcome you had hoped for (McNiff). 


Since my primary goal is to improve my practice to in turn benefit the students that I work with, the methodology that I will be using is “Living Educational Theory” (Whitehead, 2008). To really research “how I will improve my practice” I am going to need to use a variety of methodologies. Dadds and Hart (2001) explain that methodological inventiveness allows researchers the flexibility to research in their own unique way. It is important for researchers to have control over the way they do their research. Dadds and Hart below fully explain the importance of methodological inventiveness to educators looking to improve their practice:

..to create enquiry approaches that enable new, valid understandings to develop; understandings that empower practitioners to improve their work for the beneficiaries in their care. Practitioner research methodologies are with us to serve professional practices. So what genuinely matters are the purposes of practices, which the research seeks to serve, and the integrity with which the practitioner researcher makes methodological choices about ways of achieving those purposes. No methodology is, or should, cast in stone, if we accept that professional intention should be informing research processes, not pre-set ideas about methods of techniques (p.169).

To create my own “Living Educational Theory” I will be using methodological inventiveness. One methodology that I will use during my journey will be Narrative Research. Narrative Research will allow me to tell a story and explain and describe the learning that has occurred from that particular story. Whitehead (2008) describes using narrative in creating a living theory as:

An explanation by an individual of their educational influences in their own learning and in the learning of others can be understood as a form of narrative research in that it begins with a the experiences as lived and told by the researcher. With in the narrative what distinguishes the story as a living theory is that it is an explanation of the educational influences of the individual in their own learning and in the learning of others. (Whitehead, 2008, www.actionresearch.net)

The beginning of my research project stems from my stories and experiences in school as I grew up. My challenges with reading and my experiences with supportive educators have provided me with the basis for my research.  

Methods

The methods I will be using will be mostly qualitative in nature and I will look at a few quantitative measures. The methods that I will be using to collect data are methods that I am required to do as a classroom teacher and that I would normally be doing in my practices, some of which are quantitative, such as Provincial Assessment data. 

The methods that I would use to see if I was improving my delivery of reading strategies to improve the skills of my emergent readers would be:
Self Reflection
One of the biggest areas of my research will be using self-reflection. I will spend a minimum of 30 minutes each week reflecting on what I feel was successful in my practices, what I felt was unsuccessful and why that was. I will also take time after any critical incidents to reflect on and record how I handled the situation and how my values and beliefs influenced my decisions. 

There are many approaches to self-reflection, and it seems every individual would have their own preference of self-reflections. Branson (2009) discusses the two different approaches for deep self-reflection when examining your thinking: the outside-in approach, and the inside-out approach. The Outside-In approach is based on the idea that you take a behavior or action and reflect on the deeper reasons for that action. Branson (2009) states, “There is decreasing cognitive self-knowledge as one moves from reflecting on their outer behaviors to their inner beliefs, values, motives, self-esteem, and self-concept” (p.75). The inside-out approach continues to reflect on the self, but starts at the center by looking at a person’s self-concept. Researchers? McGraw (2001) and Gardner et al. (2005) as quoted in Branson’ book (2009) say that a unique life experience, defining moment or trigger event is a beginning point. 

An inside out approach was designed whereby the self-reflection process worked from the inner-most core components of the principal’s self, their self-concept, and then proceeded to work sequentially outwards through their self-esteem, motives, values, beliefs, and finally, behaviors. The aim of this approach is to, first, isolate and examine a key influential personal image held in the principal’s self-concept and, then, to sequentially trace the impact of this image through their self-esteem, motives, values, beliefs, and behaviors. (p. 80)

For me I think that both types of self-reflection could be useful depending on the reflecting that you wanted to occur. For instance, in my teaching practice I could see using an outside-in approach when through journaling or narrative writing I noticed I was dealing with or acting in a particular way with a particular student or colleague. I could see how by looking at the behavior and then going deeper would help me address why I was acting in this way. 

Allard, et. al (2007) looked at how becoming a reflective community influenced teaching practices. The study explored collaborative research among three different groups of educators; each group had different objectives, but they all agreed that reflection, teacher inquiry, and standards of practice would unite their research “These educators’ awareness of ‘reflective’ inquiry grounded their project in the belief that personal professional narratives can reflect and address the challenges of teaching” (p. 299). The study concluded, “Through reflection and dialogue, we examined assumptions, challenged our beliefs and strengthened our professional practice. We continue to ask questions and pursuer our professional growth in myriad venues (p.312). The reflection piece will be the biggest piece of my research, as it will allow me to continue on the action/reflection cycle in order to improve my practice.

Student Journals


Students will have a reading journal and in it they will explain what reading strategies they are using to help go through different texts. They will discuss what they enjoy reading and what they do not. This journal will provide me with anecdotal notes on how children are thinking and what they are thinking about when they are reading.

Student Interviews

Every week I try to meet with students individually to discuss their reading. During these discussions I would ask if they enjoyed reading, why and why not, and if they thought they were a good reader, and why or why not they felt this way. It is also a chance for me to read with each student, find out what they enjoy reading about. I am hoping to be able to video tape the student interviews as another way to collect data.

Stories

I will describe and explain stories and examples of where reading strategies have worked, or where reading strategies have not helped students.

Assessment Data

For assessment purposes I will use On-The-Mark and EQAO to get have an understanding of where my students reading abilities are. On The Mark is the reading diagnostic program that our board uses to assess the reading levels of students . This would give me a baseline of where my students started and where they ended. EQAO is an Ontario based reading, writing, and math test designed by the Ministry of Education for Grade 3 and 6 students. I could use questions and exemplars from the website for baseline information on comprehension of reading.

Media

I will use videotape of students practicing reading strategies and explaining their reading strategies and I will use photos of students engaged in reading, and enjoying reading. Before using any video clips or pictures in my research I will ask for permission from both the students and the parents. 

Resources


During this project I am going to rely on a variety of resources. I am going to look at journal articles, books, and I am going to be speaking to a variety of teachers about their experiences with reading and strategies that have proven to work for them in the past. At Elgin Market Public School (EMPS) the school where I work there is a wealth of knowledge in the teachers that work there. I am hoping to speak to some of these teachers and ask them “Why do they feel students are still struggling with reading by the end of grade 3? And what strategies have you used in the past that has made a difference for struggling readers? Delong (2010) states that “educators have embodied knowledge that needs to be shared” (EDUC 5P92 lecture). My next step for my project will be to do a literature review on struggling readers and the strategies that work with struggling readers. Also I will be interviewing and talking to other teachers. 

Example of Action/Reflection Cycle


One of the most important parts of my project is going to be going through the action/reflection cycle. I will be doing this through out the year as I get to know my students, find out more information, and reflect on my practice. The action/reflection cycle allows you to reflect on a questions or situation, try an action and then reflect on how it went and allows to you try again if need be. In my last year of teaching I had a student that I went through this with a lot. Below is my story:

“There are balloons and this means it is in the summer time” (Grade 3 student, 2009). That was an example of an inference after reading a story about how we can help the earth. It was April of 2009 and as a class we were working hard on making inferences to the stories we had read. An inference is coming up with a conclusion or a statement based on knowledge from the text and our own knowledge. When I read this particular inference I was very worried. Then began the start of my reflections, I started asking myself a bunch of questions “Did she not listen to the story, did she not pay attention to what we were reading about, how could she have stated something so out there an unrelated to such a meaningful book?” I was puzzled. I talked with a few teachers and we didn’t really come up with to many answers other than she struggled with comprehending. I thought maybe she was having difficulty following along and paying attention so I did a basic teacher move and had her sit really close to me. This was my first action just move her closer to the teacher and maybe she will hear more of the story. Well then we read “The Giving Tree” and she came up with another out in park inference. Her inference made no sense to the text at all. Again I was puzzled and started the reflection process again. “Is she not comprehending the book, or is she having difficulty using her own ideas to make a statement based on the book. I started to have a feeling that she made too many connections to the story and that she got lost in her connections; that she started to lose sight of what was really happening in the story and what she was thinking the story reminded her of. So my next action was in Guided Reading to work with her on modeling my connections and making inferences. As I reflect on this situation now I am disappointed because I do not think I solved the problem. This student still left grade 3 not understanding inferences and as a teacher I am still not clear on what the true problem is. In the upcoming year what I would like to do when I see such a problem is journal all the observations I have of the student, list what the students strengths are and what I feel their weaknesses are. Then I will talk to other teachers and find information from books on strategies that may help the particular student. I want to be able to explain the problem and what actions I will be taking to remedy the problem. 

In Beers (2003) book When kids can’t Read: What teachers can do she states, “While I catch myself saying, This kid can’t read, I know enough to clarify what that means. Not being able to read can mean a range of things, depending on the students’ strengths and weaknesses” (p.24). In this book Beers comes up with a list of statements of what we might mean when a student cannot read such as “cannot easily and quickly recognize single-syllable words, does not know when comprehension is not taking place”(p.25). The list contains 46 examples of what students may be having difficulty with. I plan to photocopy this list and have it very accessible when having reading interviews with students so I can clearly identify what it is that the student is having difficulty with. Beers states that when we know what is exactly the problem we can make a plan as to what we will do to help solve the problem. Below is an example from the book:

“What student can’t do”:

“Can’t decode some single-syllable words”

“What I will do”:

“Teach onset-rime patterns; teach high frequency words” (Beers, p.27).


My plan is to have such a chart for all the students in my class listing what they have difficulty with and what my plan is to help the student. This will be ongoing through out the year because as the students become stronger in one area we will work on another weakness. My intent will be to diagnose the reading challenges of struggling readers and come up will a list of strategies that will help the readers. I will be very diligent in documenting all the diagnostic information and the strategies that I try. 

Note on Ethics

It may be argued that the struggling readers in my class that I choose to focus my self-study on  by improving my teaching of reading strategies may get more attention than the others in my class. I would have to agree, but let me explain. Everything that I would be doing for this study I would normally be doing as part of good teaching practices. Struggling readers during reading time would normally receive more of my attention; similar to how students struggling with math will receive more of my attention during math time. The students that I will be working with during my study will not know that they are part of my study because everything I ask of them I will also be asking of all my students, like having reading interviews, and keeping journals. The real study is on me as the teacher and what I do with the information I collect to find out how I can improve my practice. 
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