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Abstract 

In this Capstone essay I explore how to guide a dependent reader toward a position of engaging with text, as an independent reader does. First, I compare characteristics of a dependent reader to those of an independent reader, at the secondary education level. Specifically, I am looking at the differences in reading strategies as they relate to comprehension. I give examples of general comprehension skills that an independent reader regularly uses. These are skills that a dependent reader has not learned or developed. The emphasis is then on instructional strategies that can help a dependent reader become an independent reader. Throughout the essay I, discuss researchers whose findings heavily support the need for explicit reading instruction when working with a dependent reader. In addition to explicit instruction, I highlight the importance of providing guidance and opportunities for students to practice constructing personal responses to text. In order to create personal responses, this essay emphasizes the importance of a relevant curriculum that meets the needs of all students and its effectiveness in promoting motivation in a dependent reader. Once the relevant curriculum is in place, I move into specific instructional practices that support the growth of the dependent reader. Included in this are specific examples of my use, during student teaching, of some strategies. Finally, I discuss the role of assessment in the instruction of a dependent reader and what the instruction and assessment will mean in my practice as an educator.  

The Inspiration: What Led Me to This Topic

I gave up long before I entered Mr. Cormier’s 10th grade English class. When it came to reading, my internal dialogue was a repeating record of: “I’m too slow. I can’t do it. I’m not a reader. I’m not smart enough.” Fortunately, Mr. Cormier saw potential in me that years of struggling in school had made difficult for me to see. 

“Ali would you mind stopping by at the end of the day?  I’d like to speak with you,” asked a concerned Mr. Cormier. 

I hated talking with teachers and tried my best to keep a low profile in school. I had no idea what our conversation could be about.  I couldn’t be in trouble, I barely spoke in class. I was earning a decent grade and handing in my work. I was at a loss. Out of curiosity, I reluctantly I went back to his room at the end of the day. That afternoon my relationship with reading changed forever. 

Mr. Cormier sat me down, asked me some questions, and gave me an informal diagnostic reading test. We learned that I was reading at the pace of a sixth grader and my comprehension was below grade level. The next day, Mr. Cormier set me up to take a reading course at the local university. This class explicitly taught me the reading and comprehension strategies that many of my peers had already developed. In what seemed like no time, I was catching up with my classmates and, to my surprise, I actually began to enjoy reading. 

I am forever grateful that a high school teacher took the time to inquire about his students as readers. In the months that followed my conversation with Mr. Cormier, I learned to change my perspective and understanding of what it means to read. Reading was no longer a task to be completed and I never again decoded a text from start to finish with the expectation that meaning would somehow appear. Reading had finally become an experience (Probst, 2004); an interaction between me, my experiences, the author, and the text.  If Mr. Cormier, like many teachers before him, had been complacent with basic reading skills or assumed that I was failing reading quizzes because I wasn’t reading, I likely would not be months away from entering the classroom as an English teacher.  

My journey as a student at Peabody has inspired me to inquire what I can do to help students reach their potential as readers.  If the teacher explicitly teaches the comprehension strategies and skills that an independent reader relies on to a dependent reader, he or she can grow into an active reader. This Capstone essay is a critical analysis of comprehension instruction and reading strategies that help the dependent adolescent reader become a successful, independent reader. In reviewing the literature there is strong research supporting strategies for guiding readers from a stance of viewing reading as a task to complete toward understanding reading as an active, transactional, and critical thinking experience. 


Through my practice, I intend to work outside of the dangerous, seemingly institutionalized belief that explicit reading instruction begins and ends at the elementary level. According to Beers (2003), secondary education English classes tend to focus on works of literature while sacrificing explicit reading instruction. Similarly, Lenters (2006) argues that if a teacher views literacy acquisition as a lifelong process that demands continued exposure to text in order to gain independence, then “the need for ongoing literacy instruction in the adolescent years, particularly for struggling readers, becomes apparent.” It concerns me to think of the countless students who never meet a Mr. Cormier, who give up on themselves and schooling, and thus never realize that they too can develop into active independent readers. 

Learners and Learning
The Dependent Reader 

There is not one model of the struggling, dependent reader (Beers, 2003).  However, those students who do struggle with reading display similar characteristics and face shared obstacles. According to Beers (2003) the dependent reader relies on sources other than herself to make meaning of text. This reader has developed a set of strategies to use when struggling with a text, but the strategies force the reader to look outward as opposed to inward. This student can often be hard to identify as he or she is not a student who cannot read, but rather a student who lacks the skills to engage in transactional reading (Wilhelm, 1995).  Fischer (2003) refers to these students as "word callers,” who have sufficient reading skills to go relatively unnoticed in elementary school where reading is largely assessed orally. However, despite their ability to decode and adequate vocabulary, the student has “debilitating” struggles in constructing any many from the text (Fischer, 2003). To the dependent reader, Mueller (2001) notes, reading is the task of identifying words, rather than engaging with and comprehending stories. The goal of the educator is to move the dependent reader from this position and guide her toward independent, meaningful reading. 

A dependent adolescent reader has numerous obstacles to overcome; including the years of prior failure he or she has likely experienced in regard to reading comprehension. First, dependent readers may lack cognitive abilities and/or confidence in terms of basic comprehension, vocabulary, and reading fluency (Beers, 2003).  For example, the reader may question her ability to decode words; as a result she may lack fluency. Also, she may have a limited vocabulary, which will directly impact her ability to comprehend a text. They may also be working with negative attitudes toward reading, as it is likely they have struggled and failed with reading in the past (Many, 1990). Lastly, they may not have encountered the right text; a text that speaks to them and their experiences. This, too, is understandable considering the small selection of texts that tend to be seen a valuable and worthy of being read in an educational setting. These are typically those texts written by powerful, white, men and represent the social ideology of a particular time period. For the adolescent such texts may appear irrelevant, resulting in a diminished willingness to struggle with the text. Expanding upon the valued literary cannon with text that may be particularly relevant to a student or the experiences of the adolescent has the potential to hook a dependent reader and increase her motivation to struggle with the text. According to Wilhelm (1995), dependent readers need to think differently about reading and learn how to read actively in order to read a text and gain meaning. The teacher is an optimal position to facilitate this transformation into independent reading.

The Independent Reader 

An independent reader has a set of skills reserved to help her as she struggles with certain texts; this reader is successful when struggling with a text (Beers, 2003).  Students labeled as proficient or independent readers have sets of comprehension and reading strategies they involuntarily perform while reading (Daniels, 1994). Perhaps most importantly, independent readers recognize the transactional nature of reading. As stated by Wilhelm, Baker, and Dube (2001) independent readers consider author, message, and what the message means to them personally.  Mueller (2001) describes the proficient reader as engaging in metacognitive practices throughout the reading process. That is, she questions her understanding and makes connections to a text as she is reading. This allows proficient readers to call upon prior knowledge, determine main ideas of a text, make predictions, construct inferences, and ask questions of the text. Reading for this student is truly an active and engaging process. Along with Beers (2003), Mueller (2001) acknowledges that the defining divide between the dependent and independent reader is the independent reader’s ability to successfully struggle with a text. According to Mueller (2001), the proficient or independent reader “has a variety of fix-up strategies to repair comprehension when it breaks down” (p. 59).  

Constructing Knowledge 

Woolfolk (2007) emphasizes the significance of Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) theory in the classroom. ZPD recognizes that the individual best constructs knowledge when instruction occurs within this zone; a zone that falls between the student’s current ability and the point where she can achieve through scaffolded instruction. Each student’s ZPD will vary and it is up to the teacher to assess the student’s level of achievement, while remaining cognizant of student frustration. When working with the dependent reader, educators should aim to work within this zone where the student is pushed to meet high standards, but does not cause the student to experience detrimental levels of frustration (Woolfolk, 2007). The goal is to teach the student how to successfully struggle while reading, and working within the student’s ZPD will allow for essential comprehension skills to be learner constructed. 

Skills for the Dependent Reader to Construct in Shift to Independent Reading. 

According to Beers (2003), in order to support a dependent reader as she works toward independent reading the teacher must explicitly teacher the student skills that independent readers naturally employ. These skills begin with the basic word recognition, meaning decoding and understanding the word, as well as reading with fluency. They also include recognizing the purpose for reading a text and adjusting their reading appropriately (Wilhelm, 2003). For example, the independent reader recognizes the differences between reading a novel for pleasure where she directs her focus to a major theme and reading an encyclopedia where she directs her focus to learn information. The independent reader has the skills needed to connect personally with a text; she relates her experiences and schema to what she is reading. Dependent readers may need to learn how to make inferences and engage in higher order thinking, while reading. Higher order thinking allows the student to move beyond the literal understanding of a text and create meaning. 


In regard to active reading strategies, Wilhelm (2003) recognizes the metacognitive practices used by the independent reader. These skills included monitoring her understanding of a text. This skill is necessary to successfully struggle with text (Wilhelm, 2003). The independent reader who checks for understanding will become aware of moments of confusion while reading; where as the dependent reader may not be aware of what she does not understand. Along with monitoring personal understanding, independent readers question the text, create opinions of the text, evaluate their enjoyment of the text, and inquire about the author’s purpose for the text (Wilhelm, 2003). These metacognitive skills define what it means to be an engaged, active, and independent reader.  

Learning Environment

What is Reading
As the educator, my philosophy of reading will directly impact the environment of the classroom (Beers, 2003).  Thus, it is essential that I explore what reading is to me and how that will influence my teaching.  I agree with Daniels (1994) who defines readings as, “a complex, dynamic, and recursive cognitive process, rather than as a single, somewhat magical act” (p. 32). This process takes the human through the experience of changing perspectives, revising impressions, and a journey of shifting emotions (Probst, 2004) as opposed to a task that has a defined beginning and end. I want students to be able to make meaning of text and, thus, be in a position to learn about themselves and their world as well as shape their ideas, attitudes, beliefs, and emotions. 

According to Probst (2004) reading enables students to create and sharpen their understanding of the world and its people. If students learn the skills and strategies to read independently, they will have the power to explore themselves and the world long after they leave the classroom. Through the process of working with and guiding students toward independent reading, they can move into a position where they will have the power to explore their identity and the world. Incredible personal power is possible once the reader can navigate the world of text.  As Probst (2004) writes, “As we read, we write (and speak) ourselves in existence” (p. 31).  

The implications of a transactional, process focused, and empowering concept of reading can be significant in my practice as an educator. To project my belief that reading is a skill that is uniquely meaningful or powerful to the individual, I must recognize that students will be spaced along a spectrum of ability and motivation in regard to making meaning of text. Therefore, it is my goal to help each student grow as a reader. 

Structure of the Classroom Community 

The environment of my classroom must project a philosophy that will equip students to experience reading as a means for powerful of self-discovery, and not a task which is to be assessed. In an optimal learning environment, the student is encourage to become an active reader by an educator who realize that reading has likely been an area where they have struggled or failed in the past (Many, 1990) but remains positive about the student’s further development. A student who has given up needs a teacher who genuinely believes that all children can succeed. 

Continuing with the theme of reading as an experience, it is imperative to construct a classroom culture where students recognize that each person is at a different stage of the journey. Through differentiated instruction students can develop reading and comprehension strategies at individual paces and the climate free from competitive tracking. The overarching goal of this learning community is the shared belief that the journey toward reading comprehension is an individual experience that the student can eventually engage in independently.

Curriculum and Instructional Strategies

Relevance of the Curriculum 
In his essay regarding literacy achievement of African-American males, Tatum (2007) highlights deficit reading instruction and curriculum. The deficit instruction focuses heavily on skill and reading strategy, while ignoring the significance of the texts that educators ask students to work with. Repeatedly educators and researchers state that text selection and guiding students toward texts that are relevant and meaningful to their own experiences is an essential component to motivating the dependent reader (Beers, 2003; Probst, 2004; Tatum, 2007; Wilhelm, 1995).  This means that although research based instructional strategies can guide students toward independent reading, educators cannot minimize the significance of differentiating instruction according to each student’s unique needs, experiences, and identities (Tatum, 2007).  

Students need reading selections that prove to be relevant and meaningful. In a generally Eurocentric educational system that reproduces the culture of power, the experience of the marginalized student is often absent or diminished. This trend continues despite research such as Lenters (2006) which clearly recognizes the correlation of student motivation and engagement when the learning is personally meaningful and allows the student to see herself reflected in her learning. As a secondary English teacher this means continuously using texts that value the experience of the students by including positive, authentic, texts written by or about those in the margins such as, the African American, the Latino, the adopted child, the ELL student, the recent immigrant, the GLBT student, and the list goes on. 
Valuing Reader Response
According to Wilhelm (1995), students must gain confidence as “makers of meaning” (27).  Using Rosenblatt’s theory of Reader Response, which Probst (2006) defines as a balanced interaction where the reader and the text are valued players,  schools can transition from the longstanding era of New Criticism, where the literary cannon holds the power and into a culture where students learn to construct personal responses to literature.  Student experiences are valuable resources for learning (Wilhelm, 1995). Recognizing and attributing value to students’ experiences allows them to be experts in the classroom and rightfully respects their role in the collaboration of learning.  While student teaching in a Metro Nashville high school, I was able to witness the impact of encouraging students to make independent connections with text, specifically Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. In a journal entry a regularly unengaged, African-American, young man opened up about his response to the text. This student’s budding music career has opened up a world of opportunity for him, as well as provided him with financial stability. Similar to Huck Finn, this student’s father has shown a sudden interest in his newly wealthy son, while accusing him of possessing an air of superiority.  Once he made those connections to the text, he had a sparked interest in the text and he remained thoroughly engaged throughout the unit. For this young man, Huckleberry Finn was a text that he engaged with and worked with as opposed to learned. He may not recall the major theme of appearance versus reality in the novel, but at the end of the unit Huck Finn meant something to him and helped him gain a deeper understanding of his own experiences. By outwardly recognizing and encouraging reader response in the students, each student was able to work toward developing a unique understanding of the text. In working towards those understandings each student became the expert of his or her experience with the novel and thus the classroom became a forum for multiple perspectives. As an educator, one of my goals is to guide all students, especially the passive reader toward an understanding of reading as an interaction between text and self, as well as the importance of reading from multiple critical lenses (Appleman, 2000; Beers, 2003). 

Potential Challenge with Reader Response 
The challenge with this type of open acceptance of student responses occurs when we examine the validity of a connection. This offers an optimal situation for the teacher to model the necessity for all readers to go back to the text from time to time and reexamine their understanding of the text. When this occurred in the classroom, while teaching Huckleberry Finn, students would watch as I opened up the text and pulled out specific examples that supported an understanding of the text. Eventually, we did this task together and ultimately students could independently use this comprehension skill. 
Explicit Comprehension Instruction and Practices
Beers (2003) states, “if [educators] want to affect students’ comprehension abilities — as opposed to affecting their understanding of one particular text— then we must realize that for at least some of our struggling reader, we need to teach comprehension strategies explicitly and directly” (41).  Beers recognizes the significance, especially for the dependent reader, of lessening the perceived value of the literary cannon and focusing on teaching skills that will help guide students on their journey toward lifelong reading. In order to provide this explicit instruction, educators need to know how to scaffold the process of making meaning of text. 

Before a child can begin working with a text the teacher needs to prepare the child to learn by frontloading the lesson or unit. For example, if the upcoming text contains satire then a mini lesson on satire will prepare the students to recognize it in the text. This allows the teacher to assess students for prior understanding, allows students to construct or recall schema that will be relevant for a particular text, and lastly it provides the learner with a sense of direction (Wilhelm, Baker, & Dube, 2001). For example, while working with students on a lesson that discussed structures of power in Huck Finn, we explored what we knew or thought we knew about race, class, and privilege. This gave the students, via journal entries and discussion, and opportunity to share what they thought and allowed me to assess for prior understanding. Furthermore, it gave us points of references when connecting these larger themes directly to moments, passages, or characters in the text. For a dependent reader, this practice allows her to recall relevant schema as well as guiding her toward viewing the text through a particular lens. During that class, I made explicit one possible purpose for reading. I asked the students, “How are race, class, and privilege working in the story?” 


Another important strategy for all students, but especially for a dependent reader, is modeling. Through modeling teachers can expose students to an array of activities, thinking patterns, and practices. For example, some students, as was my experience, need to learn how to enter the world of the story (Wilhelm, 1997). To do this, the teacher reads a portion of the text and then creates a visual representation of the text. She shows this visual to the students and then allows students to model that visual and construct their own. Also, asking students to act out a portion of the text or story helps text come alive for a dependent reader; literally bring the story to life. Using the senses to bring text life promotes and models comprehension, while providing students of all learning styles with tools to engage effectively with text. For example, when working with Huck Finn, I put the students into small groups and asked each group to draw a life size sketch of a specific character. Using a variation of Smagornisky’s (2002) body-biography model, students found quotes, examples, and drew symbols to describe their character in detail. Inside the head, students explore how the character thought of himself, others, and the world. For the eyes, students revealed how the character views himself. In the torso went examples of what the character’s actions say about the core of the character. On the arms, which connect us to others, students found examples of the character’s relationships. Finally, outside the character, students placed examples of how the outside world views the character. This activity gives a dependent reader a model of how to go about thoroughly exploring a character and allowed each student to gain a deep understanding of the characters. 
Reading out loud to students and engaging in a think-aloud is another strong form of modeling that helps increase engagement with a text (Wilhelm, Baker, & Dube, 2001).  During a think-aloud, the reader makes orally explicit what she is noticing, questioning, and thinking as she reads (Wilhelm, Baker, & Dube, 2001). Initially, the teacher reads and thinks out loud to model how she actively reads. Then as she scaffolds students toward becoming engaged, independent readers she may ask questions and leave students to help finish her thinking. Ultimately, students will have had sufficient modeling and structure practices that they will have the knowledge and skills needed to begin interacting with a text. 


Literature circles not only promote personal responses to a text, but they serve an additional reinforcement of how to think while reading, as modeled by the students as they become experts.  The literature circles transform the discussion of text into a student centered practice and elevate the anxiety of the assumption that there is one correct interpretation to a text and the teacher, the holder of that answer, will feed it to the students (Daniels, 1994).  

According to Daniels (1994), literature circles place students in the position of power and can begin to promote a classroom with power distributed among the community of students and the teacher; students take charge of their education. Literature circles not only require more responsibility and accountability for the students, but it supports the potential “to unleash lifelong readers, and to nurture a critical, personal stance toward ideas” (Daniels, 1994, 31).  A major obstacle for dependent readers is the confidence their ability and potential to read actively. Using literature circles, teachers can remove the structure of grouping students based on perceived abilities create heterogeneous groups, which includes mixing students of all ability levels (Daniels, 1994). In addition to promoting positive self-efficacy, literature circles can create the opportunity for dependent readers to practice and further develop comprehension skills, as they see them reinforced by their independent reading peers. Literature circles allow them to learn from each other, while gaining the insight of multiple perspectives. 

Another essential strategy for the teachers seeking to develop student comprehension skills as well engage students in critical thinking is asking probing questions. Struggling readers often remain grouped in classes that focus on literal interactions with a text while their peers begin developing stronger comprehension skills as they are encouraged to interact with a text (Beers, 2003).  Basic literal understandings of a text are important, but teachers should not teach them in isolation from critical comprehension questions, especially at the secondary level. When working with a dependent reader, teachers can guide comprehension based on the questions presented to the student (Gilmore, 2006).  

In my experiences while student teaching, I found that students were initially quick to give up when asked to engage in the construction of meaning with a text. The temptation was to provide the meaning that I was taught, while learning in a classroom that valued New Criticism. However, as Daniels (1994) states and I experienced, the teacher can guide students through the process of making meaning via guiding questions. These questions regularly do not have one answer and require a thoughtful answer; the answer is not a simple yes or no. This type of questioning scaffolds the student’s thinking and allows her to learn what types of questions she can be asking herself as she learns to engage in reading. For example, during a whole group discussion I could have an interaction of three consecutive questions and three consecutive responses from a student, each question asking the student to think more deeply about the text. This practice serves at least three purposes: it allows the student to practice constructing meaning of text, it communicates the teacher’s belief in the student’s abilities, and it allows the teacher to assess the student’s understanding and comprehension skills. 


Another important strategy in improving comprehension of dependent readers is teaching the student language to guide their thinking and communication with and about a text (Wilhelm, Baker, & Dube, 2003).  Sentence starters can be especially helpful in guiding this thinking. For example, “The relationship between Huck and Jim was affected by _______ because_______. An effect of this is__________.” This provides students with a direction for thinking beyond the literal text and pushes them to explore implicit meanings in a text (Fischer, 2003). This type of practice scaffolds student thinking. Eventually the teacher stops providing words and students are able to engage independently in an imitation or variation of that dialogue with or about the text.  

In order to maintain and encourage growth in the comprehension skills of a dependent reader, effective teacher feedback is imperative (Wilhelm, Baker, & Dube, 2003).  This allows the teacher to monitor student growth, while allowing the student to begin self-regulating and assessing. For example, during discussions a teacher can respond by saying, “Thank you for sharing, Bob. You did a nice job of setting up the scene for the class. Now what are some possible reasons why this scene is significant to the text?” By doing this, Bob is encouraged in his response. Furthermore, the teacher validates his understanding of the scene while informally assessing his comprehension level. Lastly, she pushes his understanding of the text to a higher level. 
Assessment 

Assessment to Guide Instruction 

Regardless of a person’s position on the value of grades, assessment is a vital component to learning when used effectively, a component that extends far beyond the constructs of grading and is especially useful when working with the dependent reader. Effective instructions involves planning and teaching with the end in mind (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). While planning and teaching the teacher asks herself, “Where are students now?” At this point the teacher conducts a diagnostic pre-assessment of the student’s prior knowledge and gives a starting point for instruction (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005).  With a dependent reader, we may be beginning with the ability to decode and read with fluency, but the reader may not be able to make inferences regarding the text.  

Next she asks, “Where do I want them to go?” In this scenario, the reader needs to be able to construct inferences and that will guide the construction of the summative assessment, which is where the grade enters. For example, the analogy of the detective works nicely with helping a student make inferences. Using this role the student will collecting clues from a text and piecing those clues together to construct meaning. 

Now she asks, “How are we going to get there?” This is when the teacher begins to guide instruction based on formative assessments. Formative assessment can create an optimal learning environment that can effectively incorporate differentiated instruction, which has the effect of promoting an environment focused on learning and not constructed grades.  When working with a dependent reader the use of formative assessments can scaffold and encourage critical thinking and explicit comprehension skills that will help the student develop into an active independent. In the scenario pertaining to inference, a type of formative assessment may begin with the reading of a text and guiding the student through a discussion about the text. This may lead to further instruction and another assessment that requires less scaffolding by the teacher. For example, the student may work with sentence starters that encourage comprehension beyond explicit statements in the text. Throughout the learning process, the teacher conducts formative assessments to monitor student growth and allow the students to begin monitoring her own growth, which helps increase the student’s metacognition as it relates to her own learning. According to Wiggins and McTighe (2005), formative assessment allows teachers “to be aggressive in assessment as we teach, uncovering the learners’ understanding and misunderstandings all along the way” (p. 247).  

Thus far, the student has only engaged in formative assessments. When formative are complete and there is evidence that instruction and learning have met the desired goals it is the appropriate time for the summative assessment. The summative assessment is graded and measures the student’s growth at the conclusion of a particular lesson, unit, or time frame. The grade only comes once students are ready to demonstrate what they have learned via the summative assessment.  

Classroom Culture: What is Valued? 


According to Lenters (2006), a major shift from elementary to secondary school is absence of social support from peers and teacher and the institutionalized encouragement of competition. The research of Gurthie and Davis (2003) exposed that an effect of the nature of grading reading performance at the secondary level, students lose both motivation and interest in reading.  There is apparent need to re-culture the classroom into an environment that is highly student centered, while providing students with exposure to variety of text, including historically valued classics.  This student centered environment focuses on the needs and interests of the learners and creates an encouraging and compassionate learning environment. Lenter (2006) recognizes that English teachers tend to be those who love reading and appreciate the perceived value of the literary cannon. However, the English teacher must not forget that not all of her students will share her appreciation. This lack of shared appreciation is not necessarily a form of deliberate resistance to learning, but a means of obtaining a meaningful, a relevant educational experience. I want to teach English because I love teaching and I like English. I may value some historically powerful texts, but my focus is to recognize and work toward meeting the needs of the students. This will certainly include helping dependent reader learn to struggle successfully with a text. To improve reading, students must build cognitive confidence, text confidence, social and emotional confidence and as the teacher I am in the powerful position of affecting each of those (Beers, 2003).  
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