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Beginning literacy
An interactive approach

In compulsory education in Iceland, literacy teaching occurs mostly in the first two
or three grades. Bottom-up approach has been dominant. In the middle years
reading rather than literacy has rather been practiced than taught, mostly in free-
reading situation. It is safe to say that pupils in general have not been prepared to
read to learn. As a consequence, some of them experience comprehension difficulties
with regard to textbooks. Evidence show, that literacy skills are unsatisfactory (PISA
2006). Furthermore, book reading among teenagers is declining.

During the last two decades more and more evidence support the effectiveness of
interactive approaches in literacy teaching. This chapter describes an Icelandic
version of interactive balanced approach, Beginning literacy, in 1st and 2nd grades,
which was first implemented in the year 2004-2005. Beginning literacy also
highlights inclusive practices, collaborative work and active participation of pupils
as well as integrated language arts. Repeated comparisons of outcomes show that
pupils learning by Beginning literacy succeed at least equally well comparing to
pupils taught by , other methods”. Boys get rather better results within Beginning
literacy. It is felt by participating teachers that the approach offers rich
opportunities to work with vocabulary, comprehension, comprehension strategies,
creative work and autonomy as well as direct work with orthography.

Teaching of literacy in Iceland

For some time, more and more evidence show that literacy skills of pupils in compulsory
education are inadequate. The PISA assessment 2003 shows that 9% of Icelandic 15 year old
pupils reached the most difficult stage of five, compared to twice as many Finnish pupils (Julius
Bjornsson 2005). The result of Icelandic teenagers in PISA assessment has declined since then
(Julius Bjornsson 2007). In 1996 just over 16% of all 9th grade pupils in North East Iceland were
considered to experience reading difficulties (R6sa Eggertsdottir 1996). As elsewhere, people are
concerned about how little boys read (Thorbjorn Broddason 2003; Magnus Olafsson et al. 2005).
However, Icelanders are not the only ones that are concerned about the status of literacy. Some
nations have reacted in the way of supporting literacy in schools and society in various ways
(NRP2000 in USA; NLS in England 1998; First steps in Australia, 1994).
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Teaching approaches

The NRP research (2000) informed that effective literacy teaching needs to involve phonemic
awareness, knowledge of letter and sounds, fluency and reading comprehension, mainly
vocabulary and comprehension strategies. In her review of evidence of effective literacy teaching,
Studying effective literacy teachers, Pressley et al.(2001:vii, 232) found out that effective 1%
grade teachers include on most elements of whole language approaches, but also address
thoroughly technical aspects of literacy. These teachers are skilled in letter-sound relationship,
word recognition and children literacy. This is concurrent with what Hall (2003) reports in her
review that effective literacy teachers are eclectic rather than relying on any specific approach,
which is in tone with what Snow and Juel (2005:514) found also, that is, effective literacy
teaching could rather been explained by quality in teaching than a specific method. They also say
that pupils as young as six years old may effectively be taught comprehension strategies,
vocabulary and writing as well as decoding.

Various definitions of literacy have been presented over the years. Some favour the vision that
reading is mainly about decoding, while others emphasize the importance of interaction between
the reader and the text (Stahl og Murray 1998:74). If teaching approaches are put on a line, which
shows bottom-up model on the one side and top-down model on the other side, the phonics
method and the whole language approach are at the far end of either side (Vacca et al. 2003:45).
Both of these approaches have their supporters but also critics. What has been criticized most
with phonics is that it only goes in one direction that is from one letter to another, from one word
to another but gives not opportunity to go back nor forth (Rumelhart 1985:724). It is felt that the
bottom-up approach does not encourage pupils to read and therefore the result is inadequate
according to Tracy and Morrow (1998:354). The whole language approach goes also in one
direction, from meaning to orthography.

The third model, interactive approach, falls in between the bottom-up and top-down models
(Vacca et al. 2006:38) and takes the best from both models. The reader relies simultaneously on
knowledge and skills with vocabulary, orthography, meaning and syntax (Rumelhart 1985:736).
Spiro (1980 see Zakaluk 1982/1996) has similar opinion. He believes that reading is a multistage
process with interaction. He analyses the style of writing in many ways, e.g. letters, combination
of letters and words. For the reader to improve understanding, he needs to apply his former
knowledge. In that way, interaction between the understanding of the written language and
meaning occurs (Just og Carpender 1985:204-205).

Conversation about the content of a text is an important factor in teaching. The emphasis is on
helping the student to consciously control the reading process. It is assumed that teachers are
using various assignments in order to focus on the meaning of methods in successful reading.
(Ruddel and Speaker, 1985:774;786).

In the writings of many scholars, one can see that the emphasis is on integrated language art
approach. (Vacca et al. 2006:46-47; First steps 1994:3; Ellis. Friel and Friel 2005:4-7; NRP,
2000, Honig, 1996:13). What makes the integrated approach so interesting is the simultaneous
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emphasis on the meaning of the text and the text itself. From the beginning of literacy learning
the pupils can enjoy the meaning of the text. Furthermore it gives various opportunities
concerning content and individualized tasks.

Beginning literacy — the approach

Under the umbrella of interactive approaches Beginning literacy has been developed (Rosa

Eggertsdottir 2005, 2006). While shaping the approach Gudschinsky (1965, 1970; Lee, 1982),

Frost (1983a, 1983b, 1984), Solity (1999, 2003), Leimar (see Bryndis Gunnarsdottir 1988), NRP

(2000) and Zakaluk (1982/1996) were the most influential agents. Among the preconditions of

Beginning literacy, following issues are of importance:

e The integration of speaking, listening, reading and writing is the basis for success in literacy.
Within a holistic task pupils work with comprehension, letter-sound relationship and fluency.
As a consequence, work with phonemic awareness, spelling, handwriting, vocabulary, syntax
and grammar is not addressed separately.

e Vocabulary acquisition is important as it supports good comprehension. The rhythm in the
study of literacy is from whole to parts and to whole again.

e Quality texts’ from real books are used and its content addressed through discussions.

e All technical work comes from the material found in the quality text. Keywords from texts
are used to represent most of the technical aspects of literacy study.

e The more pupils engage in literacy related task, the more likely they are to become well
literate.

e When children attend school for the first time, they bring different background knowledge
and skills with regard to literacy. They have all some experience of written language in their
environment. Some have already begun reading, others have some knowledge of letters and
sounds, and then there are those who need to learn all the letters and their sounds.

e Beginning Literacy assumes that all children can be taught together, irrelevant of their initial

status. Consequently, personalized needs of pupils are met through group work and paired
work.

e It is taken for granted that learning needs of all pupils are met in the classroom. When
necessary, team teaching is encouraged.

e Lack of learning success is rather linked to inadequate teaching than assumed children
learning difficulties.

e Pupils are taught skills and strategies that are likely to encourage them to become
independent and skilled readers.

e The study of literacy needs to nurture creative thinking and expression.

e The study of literacy needs to be fun and encourage interaction.

e Teachers gather data about pupils’ progress during daily classroom work. Instead of
correcting pupils and have them redo tasks, teachers plan new activities where pupils get
thorough guidance and opportunities to practice.

Beginning Literacy is developed in three phases (fig. 1). During the first phase pupils are exposed
to a text of quality. In the second phase they deal with technical aspects of literacy. The third

! Real books as opposed to text books, see Meek, M., 1988.
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phase encourages pupils to express their own ideas, preferably linked to the vocabulary of the text
they studied in the first phase. Technical work with print and sounds takes place within the
vocabulary of the text introduced in phase one. As pupils’ skills and knowledge improve, their
independency is encouraged. It is assumed that literacy lessons occur two to three times a day,
every day of the week, at minimum 90 minutes per day. Across the three phases pupils are
expected to read much. Peer support is emphasized resulting in much group work and paired
work. Educational games and cards ensure interaction where pupils support each other and
compete for results. Pupils become active participants and the learning becomes fun. Teachers
write formal plans for each week.

Beginning literacy

Phase 1: Content of the text. Whole class

Real text
Reading aloud, recalling, shared reading, study of print

Phase 2: Technical aspects of literacy study. Whole class, groups.

Analytical and synthetic tasks
Phonemic awareness, study of print, letter, word parts, words....

Phase 3: Reconstruction of text. Groups, individuals
Guided reading, independent reading
Writing of words and sentences
New thoughts, texts written

Figure 1: Phases of Beginning literacy.

During the first phase of Beginning literacy, the teacher reads aloud to pupils, a story, a
poem or informational text. The teacher makes use of the opportunities the text provides
to discuss and enjoy the meaning. The teacher’s reading is partly to enhance pupils’ collective
experience of discussion of meaning and words and to bridge the oral and the written language.
The teacher continues to read aloud to pupils although they themselves are getting more skilled at
reading. The pupils also read parts of the text and talk about it. Gradually, the pupils take over the
reading aloud and start reading to each other.

Technical work comes in the wake of reading aloud and discussion about the text. This technical
work involves, for example, sounds and graphemes, phonemic awareness, handwriting, spelling
of irregular words, complex words and use of capital letters. The context for this kind of work is
the vocabulary of the text which was introduced to the pupils in the first phase. This means that
conventional workbooks are set aside in favour of material directly linked to the selected text of
quality. In each text the teacher chooses a keyword to study and discuss. The keyword becomes a
tool for the technical aspect of learning to read. Early on, the teacher picks out the keyword,
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which may be any word from the text. However, the keyword needs to represent a predetermined
goal. That way, the keyword could have two specific letters to teach this week (together: to, tog,
get, the, he) or be a combination of two words, or provide an example of some irregularity or
demonstrate certain grammar characteristics. In Beginning literacy it is expected that pupils are
grouped in pairs or threes when they work on these technical activities. The teacher has three
choices when organizing such work:

1. The teacher can invite all pupils to do the same kind of work. This applies mainly with
work on new ideas or when techniques are introduced and taught. This approach does not
take account of individual needs.

2. The teacher may also organise work stations with different tasks, where one group might
work on phonemic awareness, another practising handwriting, the third practise decoding
and the fourth studying frequent words. Pupil groups might move from one station to
another.

3. The activities at certain work stations could be tailor-made for particular pupils. That way
some pairs and groups could work on tasks intended to enable them to make progress in
literacy study, but other pairs of pupils may have repeated teaching of a particular letter/
sound; or the difference between f and v or the reversal of letters b and d.

The vocabulary that stems from the keyword may be used for technical work as well as in
restructuring meaning in the third and last phase of Beginning literacy.

The third phase of Beginning literacy is reconstruction of meaning. Pupils draw pictures, they
write their own texts, make plays and music, depending on what suits the occasion and the pupils
wish to do. They draw upon the vocabulary that was introduced during the first phase. They do
not rebuild what was worked with in the beginning; rather, they create new scenes or step outside
the original text. In that way, the pupils may have Katie Morag write a letter to her friend on the
mainland, write an information text about seals and play a musical piece which describes how
Peter was feeling when he was alone in the world and how happy he became when woke up and
saw his mother. When pupils’ writing is planned in the beginning, the most important thing is that
expression is the core concept but form and spelling are in the background. Young pupils first
express themselves through drawings but gradually they add words and chunk of words and
finally they write whole sentences and paragraphs.

The need for expression is an important basis for the development of writing skills. The play,
which comes naturally to children, is used as a tool to support their awareness for story structure.
One way is to use a story frame as a starting point. The teacher provides a story frame and toys
for characters. The pupils give the characters life and personalities, create an environment and
decide on the story and events within it. The story frame leads the children through the stages of
making characters, environment and storyline. Within each story there needs to be a dynamic
high event, which demands some kind of solution. The pupils tell the story and talk on behalf of
the characters. When they have become quite skilled in creating stories like that, they start writing
them down. As well as supporting much reading of all kinds and enhancing vocabulary, it is
necessary to teach the pupils strategies to help them with comprehension. Reciprocal teaching is
one of many learning strategies. Pupils learn to retell the main thoughts, explain words and
predict meaning. Concept mapping is another worthy strategy.
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Beginning Literacy — development programme and outcomes

The model of Beginning literacy was more or less fully developed in the spring 2004. It was first
tried out with eight teachers in the school year 2004-2005 in four rural schools and other eight
teachers a year later in two schools in the town of Akureyri. Action research was conducted
which influenced the project over these two years. In addition to the data that related directly to
the teaching of the method, minutes, fieldnotes, teaching plans, photographs and various
examples of pupils work were gathered. Furthermore, the screening tests used in 1% and 2™
grades in all the seven primary schools in Akureyri, were used to compare outcomes from
Beginning literacy to “other methods”. Prior to school start, participating teachers attended two
days course and started to work by the plan no later than three weeks after school beginning. A
consultant visited each teacher’s classroom seven or eight times over the winter, with following
conversation for half an hour at least. Teachers also attended four group meetings over the school
year. In some cases the consultant and individual teachers met more often.

Comparable data were gathered over the two years. However, some issues interfered during the
first year, such as a teachers’ strike that lasted almost two months and the total number of pupils
that year was less than 50 for each year group. Because of this, the focus will be mostly on the
data from the latter year, 2005 — 2006.

In 1% grade 72 pupils learned by Beginning literacy while 168 pupils were taught by “different
methods”. While comparing methods of reading, not much difference concerning acceptable
results is noticeable. There is, however, noticeable difference in the group that were below 31%
results, favouring the Beginning literacy group (table 1). In fact, that was the result in all tests in
the 1% and 2™ grade.

Table 1: Students in the 1* grade with 60% results or more and 30% results or less.

19 class Students with 60% results or more Students with 30% results or less
Other methods Beg. literacy Other methods Beg. literacy
Test 1 54% 64% 4% 0%
Test 2 79% 72% 2% 0%
Test 3 70% 69% 17% 11%

In the 2™ class, 85 pupils were in Beginning literacy group but 195 pupils learned by “other
methods”. Almost equal ratio of pupils achieved acceptable results in both groups, although the
outcome in the Beginning literacy group was a little better. Fewer students in the Beginning
literacy group got less than 31% results in comparisonto the other group (table 2).

Table 2: Students in the 2™ grade with 60% results or more and 30% results or less.

nd Students with 60% results or more Students with 30% results or less
2" class - .
Other methods Beg. literacy Other methods Beg. literacy
Test 1 50% 58% 16% 11%
Test 2 58% 61% 17% 14%
Test 3 82% 83% 2% 0%
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Girls got considerably better results than boys, as it seemed irrelevant to the teaching approach.
Despite the big difference between the genders boys got better results with Beginning literacy
compared to “other methods”. By the end of 2™ grade the difference had almost disappeared
(table 3).

Table 3 Boys in 1* and 2™ grade with 60% results or more.

Boys with over| Other methods Beg. literacy Other methods Beg. literacy
60% results 1% grade 1% grade 2" grade 2" grade
Test 1 46% 58% 41% 57%
Test 2 73% 61% 47% 55%
Test 3 59% 63% 77% 76%

It is fair to point out that the screening tests (LAESI) only evaluates reading, but not writing,
conversation, retelling, concept mapping, strategies, independency or initiative. It was,
nevertheless, both important and necessary to compare students’ results with results gained by
“other methods”.

Teachers talked about three stages in mastering the Beginning literacy method. From the
beginning of school and until November, they were gaining the skill of these three stages,
emphasising the first two stages. They focused on making teaching plans, working with key
words and the making of assignments relating to the week’s reading material. Instead of
traditional textbooks for literacy teaching, teachers used quality story books and poems. Whereas
the storybooks did not fall into the category of traditional textbooks, not many copies of each
book were available. That did not seem to matter all that much, whereas rich text was in the
assignments used.

Despite the fact that the teachers supported each other, they were indisputably under a lot of
stress, especially in the beginning of the school year. One teacher reported anxiety and insecurity
until midterm. In November and until February, teachers focused on the variety of assignments
and co-operative learning. By that time, most teachers had developed their own teaching
approach and had found ways to fit it to Beginning literacy. They stepped towards strengthen
pupils independency and study games and educational cards became more important. Teachers
reported that individualizing the literacy study was the most difficult factor. On the other hand
they found it surprisingly easy to set aside typical workbooks. Below are comments from
teachers:

“What we are doing now fits them extremely well. Four groups, four in each. Two
groups are working on mind mapping, one group is cutting words from newspapers
and the fourth group is making words and letters out of clay and then type them
into a computer... Now that you have got to know the children, you can put
together in a group, effective pupils and the less effective and those who are
making a scene and those who are not. They really enjoy this and become absorbed
in the activities. Usually it takes them half an hour to come back from the
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gymnasium. Now everyone was here within 15 minutes because they really
enjoyed what we had been doing. We started yesterday and some children cried
because they missed this. Ireally like doing this and this is working really well.”

“Yes I like this a lot. It costs a lot of work and it is obviously much easier to use the
traditional workbooks. But this is much more fun for me as a teacher and I think it
1s also more fun for them.”

“We need our time to learn. If you think about how short a time we’ve been at it
and what level we are today, the model shows us that it is working. Our pupils are
now on stage three in independent study methods.”

“Yes, people are very satisfied... Parents are very positive. Those parents that
have older children are amazed how good they have become, compared to how
long they have been in school. They are surprised by skilled they are at writing in
2" class.”

The teachers evaluated their work at the end of the school year. They focused on factors like how
the Beginning literacy method functioned compared to their former experience of literacy
teaching. The teachers also evaluated the consultation given during the school year, form and
content. More than half of the teachers stated that the pupils had been content and interested.
They had been independent, the assignments had varied a lot, teamwork and that the different
needs of individuals had been met. Half of the teachers thought they needed more training in
assessment for learning, keeping records of pupils’ individual needs.

Teachers did not think that the method should be changed in any way, but more attention should
be made towards the teaching of writing. Most of the teachers thought that the method should be
taught the way they learned it, i.e. starting with a course, field observation and consulting time
and with group meetings. Some suggested that new teachers should be given the opportunity to
visit those with more experience. All teachers recommended that schools should include
Beginning literacy in the policy of the school.

Final words

Following can be concluded from the tw years of shaping and trying out Beginning literacy

programme:

e Beginning literacy is a practical method to teach literacy in inclusive classrooms the first two
years in school.

e The three step schedule allows teachers to integrate speaking, listening, writing and reading
in a successful way.

e Pupils learning to read by Beginning literacy get at least the same results as pupils who learn
to read by other methods. Boys seem to get good results using this method.

e The results give reason to believe that pupils learning to read using Beginning literacy get
good results in reading.
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e Clues give reason to believe that the method suits pupils that otherwise would have got poor
results in literacy. Beginning literacy does not however prevent literacy difficulties.

e Teachers state that pupils learned more in reading and writing during the shool year than they
had expected.

e Beginning literacy encourages pupils to use independent study methods.

e Teachers that have used the method are content. They believe that the method gives them
space to develop their style in literacy teaching.

e The method is complicated. It takes a whole school year to master it.

e |t is essential to advice teachers, both in the schools and on courses.

e Teachers need extra support to be able to assess individual needs for learning and to plan for
meeting individual needs in the classroom.

Although formal development of the programme is officially over, the collaboration with the
schools continues and ten new schools have joined in. Beginning literacy will be formally
introduced the coming spring and a DVD disc has been made as teacher’s resources. It is
customary in Icelandic primary schools that the teacher teach the same class for three or four
years. Most Beginning literacy teachers seem to continue to work in this way when teaching the
3" class. The consultants from Akureyri University keep on learning and are among other things
putting more emphasis on the writing as their knowledge and skills improve.

Beginning literacy will continue to develop. The programme has its origin in the interactive
approach where emphasis is on meaning and technical aspects of literacy with the purpose of
reading and writing is a cognitive action and is meaningful to the reader. Beginning literacy gets
its useful and progressive ideas from research but also gives teachers space to develop their ideas
and adapt it to the needs of the children.
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