H is …


Helping 

the Under-Skilled Reader

As anyone who remembers the first time she puts on ice skates can tell you, the hardest working skater on the ice is the novice. This is an irony we sometimes see in schools: the hardest working student is the student who receives the lowest marks. Making reading easy should be the goal of every teacher.

Characteristics of the Under-skilled Reader
	Areas of Concern
	Description
	Helpful Support

	Fluency
	Like the novice foreign language user, the under-skilled reader is ill at ease with the printed word. Small technical issues can throw the reader off stride. The comfort zones are few and far between.
	In order to develop the reader’s ability to read for understanding, she must be matched to the just right text, just right in interest and just right in readability (90+ accuracy). The student’s work energies must be focused on making meaning from texts.

	Stamina
	The under-skilled reader can manage short passages of text but quickly tires. The reader forgets to breathe properly and gives herself eyestrain by focussing on so many text features: punctuation, graphophonic cues, print formats, and print text supports.
	Students must be explicitly taught prior-to-reading strategies such as predicting and surveying. Student needs to be explicitly taught breathing strategies cued by punctuation and paragraph breaks. Reading with an index card can support eye coordination. During reading strategies, such as questioning and visualization, can teach a student to pace herself.

	Reading Comprehension
	Concentrating so much on decoding and managing the text, the under-skilled reader neglects to make meaning from the text. It is like someone learning a song in a foreign language; repeats the words, but doesn’t know what they mean. Reading to the under-skilled reader is mostly a mechanical task.
	Students need to see modeled how a skilled reader makes meaning from texts. The teacher plans activities that shift the focus from the mechanics of reading to the semiotics of reading. Reading is an act of interpretation which means that the teacher needs to show students how they can take control of the process.

	Schematic Knowledge
	The under-skilled reader is not familiar with text structures including narrative patterns, sentence cadences and rhythms, diverse genres and their conventions. This strangeness of the written text denies the reader expectations that would make the reading go easier. Think how hard it is for the untrained ear to hear rap music.
	Teachers need to scaffold students not only on the sentence level, but also on a macro level teaching students the architecture of texts. By activating prior knowledge students can prepare themselves by identifying the expectations they bring to reading the text. Teachers build on the existing schematic knowledge students possess.

	Practice
	The under-skilled reader should more accurately be described as under-practiced. The under-skilled reader can read, if we are referring to the mechanical task of decoding. But without practice the real purpose for reading is never appreciated. Each time she picks up a text, the under-skilled and under-practiced reader finds herself back at the starting line when it comes to owning the capacity to comprehend and generate a reader response.
	Practice….practice….practice…practice…

Under-skilled students need to be immersed in the reading process. The teacher must intervene to disrupt the vicious circle of lack of confidence leading to avoidance leading to diminished expectations leading to a lack of confidence. Under-skilled readers need to be immersed in the complexity of texts which often remedial programs fail to offer.


