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ABOUT THE COVER - 
Nourishments

There are two quotations attributed to Marcus Tullius Cicero (106-43 B.C.) that are apt for those 
who cherish books in all of their formats:

 “If you have a garden and a library, you
 have everything that you need.”

 “A room without books is like a body
 without a soul.” 

Historical riches and intellectual nourishment in the form of books can be found even in small, 
inconspicuous places.  The books in the cover photo are tucked away in a small library in De 
Pere, Wisconsin.  Among the books is Fuschio’s botany book published in 1546.

Photo courtesy of Sherri Baierl, Artist/Environmental Designer.  Photo used with permission.
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Editor’s Corner:  

The Reading Professor frequently receives queries 
about the Journal’s guidelines.  They are printed below 
for the convenience of prospective authors.

The Reading Professor 

Guidelines for Authors

The Reading Professor is a peer-reviewed electronic 
publication forum for Professors of Literacy and 
Teacher Education (PLTE). The Editorial Board members 
welcome the submission of research papers that 
address aspects of literacy instruction at all levels. 
Authors are encouraged to submit articles directed 
toward the improvement of reading instruction. The 
Reading Professor publishes instructional practices, 
innovative strategies, historical research, course 
development information, and book reviews.  

Requirements and Evaluation 

• Authors must be members of the Special 
Interest Group Professors of Literacy and Teacher 
Education and the International Literacy Association.

• The fi rst author should submit a cover letter 
that includes contact information of author(s), and a 
statement verifying that the manuscript currently is not 
under consideration for publication by another journal.

• The fi rst author should submit the manuscript 
via an e-mail attachment to 

bonnie.johnson@snc.edu

• Manuscripts should be double-spaced 
(including references) and must follow the format of 
the Publication Manual of the American Psychological 
Association (6th ed.).  Manuscripts that do not follow 
APA Style will not be sent out for review.

• Manuscripts should be limited to approximately 
20 pages in length (including references).

• Authors’ names should appear only on the cover 
letters.

• Avoid inclusion of the authors’ identities in any 
portion of the manuscript to ensure an impartial review.

• Manuscripts are evaluated by at least three 
reviewers; authors’ names are not revealed to the 
reviewers.

• Manuscripts are evaluated in terms of 
significance of topic, clarity of communication, 
overall organization, methodology (if appropriate), 
interpretation of information, and aptness for the 
Journal. 

• Decisions about publication usually are reached 
within two months, but this is not always possible due 
to workloads.  Reviewers’ decisions are fi nal.

• Accepted manuscripts may be edited due to 
space requirements.

Please note that due to an editor’s relocation, there 
will be a hiatus on manuscript submission from May 
15, 2016-August 25, 2016.  A SIG e-mail will be sent 
to members as soon as a future e-mail address is 
available.  Thank you.
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Gaining Insight:  Involving Struggling 
Male Readers during Independent Reading  

Lunetta M. Williams

 Abstract

The boy crisis is a term that refers to a historical trend of 
boys reading achievement scores’ lagging behind their 
female counterparts.  The boy crisis could be ameliorated 
by involving boys, especially those from low socioeconomic 
(SES) backgrounds, in an abundant amount of independent 
reading.  The author examined male participants’ levels 
of involvement when reading self-selected texts of 
various levels using Common Core State Standards’ text 
difficulty expectations and individualized Lexile readability 
levels, lengths, and genres.  Data were collected using 
an observation instrument with established reliability 
and validity.  The study’s findings and discussion can 
provide preservice teachers with insight about increasing 
independent reading involvement among male readers from 
low SES backgrounds.

Keywords:  struggling male readers, reading involvement, 
independent reading, text difficulty

 “Boys dominate the rolls of remedial reading classes and 
those who have difficulty learning to read.  They also make 
up the largest group of dropouts and delinquents” (Brozo, 
2010, p. 3).     

Crisis is defined as a difficult situation needing serious 
attention (Merriam-Webster, 1999).  We continue to have a 
boy crisis in reading achievement as girls’ scores outperform 
those of their male counterparts (Zambo & Brozo, 2009).  
The 2013 National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP) discovered that the average scale score for fourth 
grade boys’ reading achievement was 217, while that of 
fourth grade girls was 224 (National Center for Education 
Statistics).  The crisis is likely to magnify if boys are from 
low socioeconomic (SES) backgrounds; this population is 
too often labeled as struggling readers.  Unfortunately, this 
population is also likely to drop out of school and become 
unemployed or incarcerated (Hernandez, 2011; National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2011).   

 A method that can assist in ameliorating the boy 
crisis is to increase boys’ involvement in reading, particularly 
those from low SES backgrounds.  In this paper, I focus 
on the term involvement, meaning students’ observable 
behaviors during independent reading.  For example, I 
include continuously tracking text and responding to text 
affectively as behaviors that indicate involvement (Williams, 
Hall, Hedrick, Lamkin, & Abendroth, 2013).  Involvement in 
reading is a critical component in becoming a successful 
reader.  Students who are often involved are increasing 
their reading volume, and the NAEP included hundreds of 
correlational studies demonstrating that successful readers 
read more (Donahue, Finnegan, Lutkus, Allen, & Campbell, 

2001).  In 2009, the NAEP revealed that students who 
reported that they read more scored higher on reading 
achievement than students reporting less frequent reading 
(National Center for Education Statistics).  Also, Anderson, 
Wilson, and Fielding (1988) found a strong relationship 
between students who were often involved in reading and 
higher reading achievement.  They discovered that students 
who were not often involved in reading gradually lost 
academic ground, including students who were not initially 
classified as remedial readers. 

 Since involvement in reading is critical, it is important 
that teachers provide time for independent reading during 
school hours.  This is particularly imperative when serving 
boys from low SES backgrounds, who most likely do not 
have the time or resources to engage in independent reading 
time at home.  Laureau (2000) discovered that children 
living in low SES environments rarely had resources at their 
disposal that could increase their academic skills. Similarly, 
when examining access to print in low and middle SES 
neighborhoods, Neuman and Celano (2006) found that 
students living in middle SES communities were provided 
with more print access than students living in low SES 
communities.  They state that this finding increases the 
likelihood that children from middle SES backgrounds gain 
access to print and create “a reciprocal and increasingly 
positive relation toward initial and developing reading 
acquisition” (p. 24). 

 While providing time to independently read at 
school can benefit struggling male readers from low SES 
backgrounds, we need to know that students will take 
advantage of this time to actually read.  Some observational 
studies have been conducted in an effort to help teachers 
foster students’ behaviors that indicate involvement when 
independently reading.  Several of the studies measured 
students’ reading involvement behaviors when independently 
reading using checklists (Kelley & Clausen-Grace, 2006; 
2008; Waason, Beare, & Wasson, 1990), and some utilized 
observational records (Carver & Liebert, 1995; Trudel, 2007).  
While these studies noted the reliability of the instruments, 
they did not mention establishing validity.  Also, previous 
instruments used general terms that may not capture if 
students were really reading; the students may have been 
uninvolved and fake reading (Kelley & Clausen-Grace, 2008).  

Due to the above needs of an observational instrument 
focused on students’ involvement during independent 
reading time, researchers developed one that was used 
in this study, the Reading Observation Instrument (see 
Appendix).  The instrument includes specific behaviors 
that can be observed and quantified during independent 
reading time.  Further, it has evidence of validity and reliability 
(Williams et al., 2013).  
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More research is needed to identify how to assist male 
struggling readers from low SES backgrounds to be involved 
during independent reading time.  The findings could assist 
preservice teachers in facilitating an environment that 
increases the likelihood that students from this background 
become more successful readers.  The purpose of this study 
included measuring the reading involvement of a sample of 
male struggling readers from low SES backgrounds during 
in-school independent reading time.  More specifically, the 
study measured participants’ involvement when reading self-
selected texts of various difficulty levels, lengths, and genres. 

Literature Review

The literature review begins with a section focused on 
research measuring students’ involvement when participants 
read texts of varying difficulty levels.  Since I did not find 
studies that specified measuring students’ involvement when 
reading texts of varying genres and lengths, I did not include 
sections on these topics.  The second section focuses on 
the types of texts used in the research studies mentioned 
in the first section of the literature review.  The third 
section discusses the aforementioned studies’ participant 
involvement levels after disaggregating data according to 
SES background, reading levels, and gender.  

Involvement When Reading Texts with Varying 
Readability Levels    

Researchers often differ on how to determine a student’s 
independent, instructional, and frustrational level (Allington, 
McCuiston, & Billen, 2015).  Therefore, in this section, I note 
how researchers defined readability levels, if provided in the 
articles.  

Gickling and Armstrong (1978) used materials from Read 
Naturally® where reading levels of passages were controlled 
to match participants with texts.  When completing 
instructional level tasks, which included reading 93-97% of 
the text correctly, students demonstrated the most on-task 
behaviors indicating involvement.  After replicating this study 
using basal texts in 2007, Treptow, Burns, and McComas 
discovered the same findings. 

 On the other hand, other findings revealed that students were 
more likely to be on task when reading texts written at their 
independent levels.  Trudel (2007) implemented a structured 
independent reading program and found that the majority 
of her students increased on task behaviors when selecting 
books at their independent levels, defined as reading at least 
95% of the text correctly.  Further, participants in another 
study selected from books that were considered easy for 
them, according to a computerized program (Carver & 
Leibert, 1995).  The researchers discovered that the largest 
correlate of time involved in reading was reading ability, 
which indicated a strong tendency for advanced readers to 
be involved while reading easy texts.  Struggling readers, 
on the other hand, were usually uninvolved when reading 
the easy texts. 

In another study, as text became easier, students became 
more involved, and when reading harder text, the converse 

occurred (Jorgenson, Klein, & Kumar, 1977).  Researchers 
matched texts with readers by finding the difference 
between the basal text’s reading level and students’ reading 
achievement test scores.  Similarly, in 1977, Jorgenson 
assessed participants to find grade-level equivalents and 
discovered a text’s reading level using the Spache (1966) and 
Dale-Chall readability formulas (1948).  He used a frequency 
distribution of the readability-ability level difference scores 
and found that participants who read text close to their 
ability levels tended to be less involved than those who read 
easier material (or texts at students’ independent reading 
levels).  Gambrell and colleague’s study also supported the 
use of independent leveled texts (1981).  They conducted 
word accuracy scores based on students’ oral reading of 
passages from instructional materials.  Struggling readers 
reading with 95% or better accuracy had a mean percentage 
of 42% for involved behaviors; the mean percentage for 
struggling readers reading with less than 95% accuracy was 
22%.  The researchers noted, “The pattern and direction of 
the results suggest that on-task behavior increases when 
students are placed in instructional materials they can read 
with ease” (p. 403). 

Texts Used in Studies Measuring Reading Involvement 

Most of the time, participants in the aforementioned studies 
read from a basal or text selected by the researcher or teacher 
(Gambrell, Wilson, & Gantt, 1981; Gickling & Armstrong, 
1978; Jorgenson, 1977; Jorgenson et al., 1977; Treptow et 
al., 2007).  Conversely, in a few studies, participants chose 
books from the classroom, home, or school library (Carver 
& Liebert, 1995; Trudel, 2007).  

Interestingly, the studies differed as they determined levels 
of texts.  In Carver and Leibert’s study (1995), all texts were 
easy for participants.  In two studies, researchers used 
grade-level texts and determined if they were at participants’ 
independent, instructional, or frustration levels (Gambrell 
et al., 1981; Jorgenson et al., 1977).  Other researchers 
examined students’ reading scores and used multiple texts, 
other than basals, to match levels (Gickling & Armstrong, 
1978; Jorgenson, 1977; Treptow et al., 2007; Trudel, 2007).  

Participants in Studies Measuring Reading 
Involvement   

Many studies mentioned that a variety of SES backgrounds 
were included in their samples.  However, the data were 
typically not disaggregated using this variable.  In one study, 
participants were from a low SES background and mostly 
involved when reading basal materials at an instructional 
level, defined as reading 93-97% of the text correctly 
(Gickling & Armstrong, 1978).

 Several studies disaggregated data according to reading 
levels.  Gambrell and colleagues (1981) divided participants 
into two groups, good and poor readers.  A significant 
difference included good readers being more involved 
than poor readers during reading.  Similarly, Carver and 
Leibert (1995) separated participants into either advanced 



The Reading Professor  Vol. 38 No. 1, Spring/Summer, 2016Page 8

or struggling readers.  When reading easy texts, advanced 
readers were more likely to be involved than struggling 
readers.  In two studies, all participants were described 
as below level readers; they were mostly involved when 
reading instructional leveled texts (Gickling &Armstrong, 
1978; Treptow et al., 2007).

Regarding disaggregating data by gender, Treptow and 
colleagues’ participants (2007) included 2 males and 1 
female, and no gender differences were found.  All students 
displayed the most on-task behaviors when completing 
instructional level tasks.  In two studies, all participants 
were male, and findings suggested that students were more 
on task when reading easier texts (Gambrell et al., 1981; 
Jorgenson et al., 1977).         

A strong research base does not appear to exist for 
educators who seek data patterns about reading involvement 
among struggling male readers from low SES backgrounds 
as they read during independent time.  It is critical that this 
research base further expand so that preservice teachers 
are equipped to assist struggling male readers become more 
involved in reading.  

This study differs from those in the literature review in that 
participants read self-selected books instead of passages 
from a basal series or texts selected by adults.  Allowing 
students to self-select books is an important component of 
the study because it provides students with research-based, 
motivational practices:  choice and the opportunity to select 
interesting texts (Guthrie & Humenick, 2004).  This study is 
also unique in that it uses the more rigorous Common Core 
State Standards’ (CCSS) text difficulty expectations when 
identifying a book’s difficulty level (National Governors 
Association Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief 
State Schools Officers, 2012).  Further, this study uses an 
observation instrument with established reliability and validity 
and includes specific behaviors that indicate involvement 
during independent reading time.  The study’s research 
questions include the following:  

(1) What are the reading involvement scores of a sample of 
struggling male readers from low SES backgrounds during 
the time that they are independently reading self-selected 
books of various CCSS’ text difficulty levels?  

(2) What are the reading involvement scores of participants 
selecting texts of varying lengths?

(3) What are the reading involvement scores of participants 
selecting texts of varying genres? 

(4) What are the reading involvement scores of participants 
selecting texts above, at, or below their individual readability 
Lexile levels?  

Method

Participants and Setting

This study was part of a larger project that examined 
whether becoming involved in reading during independent 

reading time impacted reading achievement (Williams, 
Hall, & Hedrick, 2011).  For the purposes of this article, 
I analyzed data collected before the intervention of 
the larger project.  In this section, I discuss the study’s 
participants and setting. 

Third-grade participants (n=18) attended 1 of 3 schools in 
an urban area of Florida where 70% to 93% of the students 
qualified for free or reduced-price meals.  I chose third-
grade participants because typically students at this level 
are able to comprehend what they read as well as engage 
in independent reading for an uninterrupted period of 
time (Williams et al., 2013).  Participants were considered 
struggling readers according to fall Developmental Reading 
Assessment2® scores, returned parent consent forms, and 
reading at a first-grade level or higher.  Participants included 
4 White, 6 Black, 4 Hispanic, 3 Asian, and 1 Mixed boys. 

Principals considered teachers’ levels of experience and 
abilities to effectively manage independent reading time 
when choosing who participated in the study.  Participating 
teachers’ daily framework for reading instruction followed 
the readers’ workshop model (Calkins, 2000) which included 
approximately 20 minutes for students to independently read 
books retrieved from the classroom or school library and/
or home.  Also, due to the district’s suggestion, teachers 
recommended that students read books on their levels, which 
was defined as reading text with at least 95% proficiency.  
Not all students adhered to this recommendation and 
selected books that were below or above their levels.  After 
independent reading time, students used reading logs to 
record what they read.  The logs were sometimes discussed 
during teacher and student reading conferences.       

Data Collection 

I used an observation instrument that was designed to 
measure participants’ behaviors indicating involvement 
during independent reading time, the Reading Observation 
Instrument (Williams et al., 2013).  After providing feedback 
about the observation instrument’s items, literacy education 
specialists asserted that the instrument had high content 
validity.  Also, there is evidence of the instrument’s reliability.  
The instrument’s authors interviewed participants after 
independently reading, asking questions about read books 
and scored participants’ responses using a rubric.  A 
significant correlation occurred between participants’ overall 
scores on both the observation instrument and responses 
during the interview.

Further, the instrument’s authors practiced using the 
observation instrument while watching videotapes of 
students during independent reading time and exhibited 
an overall interrater reliability of over 90%.  Following the 
practice sessions, authors concurrently observed a sample 
of students during in-school independent reading time. After 
comparing observation scores, interrater reliability was 88% 
(Williams et al., 2013). 

The Reading Observation Instrument includes four factors 
of a student’s reading involvement and uses a 4-item Likert-
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type scale that ranges from 1 (none of the time) to 4 (all of the 
time).  Attention to text, the first factor, contains 6 items, and 
the other factors, outward indicators of involvement, physical 
interactions with text, and spontaneous sharing of text with 
peers, each contain 2 items.  The observer considers the 
data obtained for all four factors and determines an overall 
involvement rating.  Further details about how to use the 
observation instrument can be found in another article 
(Williams et al., 2013).  

Observers included the author, 2 literacy faculty members, 
and 3 undergraduate research assistants.  Prior to collecting 
data, we watched 3 videotapes of students during in-school 
independent reading time.  We established interreliabilty of 
at least 95% when comparing observation scores. 

I used each student’s overall involvement score and 
categorized participants into two groups:  involved when 
reading or not involved when reading.  I labeled students 
receiving an overall involvement score of 1 (involved none 
of the time) or 2 (involved some of the time) as not involved 
and students with overall scores of 3 (involved most of the 
time) and 4 (involved all of the time) as involved.    

Procedures

Observations occurred in late January because it was 
likely that students were used to the independent reading 
regimen at this time of the school year.  Before collecting 
data, teachers announced that there would be visitors during 
independent reading time and requested that students act as 
if the visitors were not there.  Also, prior to collecting data, 
we visited classrooms during independent reading time so 
that students could become more comfortable with our 
presence and less apt to act in a socially desirable manner 
(Adair, 1984).      

An observer used the observation instrument to score each 
participant’s involvement once during independent reading 
time and noted the title of the book.  A couple of students 
read more than one book during independent reading 
time.  In this event, I used the first book in the data analysis 
because students usually spent the most time reading their 
first selected book. 

Data Analysis  

I coded the following book characteristics when inserting 
data into an Excel file: 1) Lexile level using the CCSS’ 
Appendix A text difficulty staircase; 2) page length; 3) genre; 
and 4) above, at, or below level using individualized Lexile 
assessment scores.  Next, I further discuss the coding 
system.

According to CCSS Appendix A, the Grade 2-3 Lexile range 
that aligns with College and Career Readiness Anchor 
Standards is 420-820 (National Governors Association 
Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief State School 
Officers, 2012).  I divided the 400 Lexile span by 78 school 
weeks (accounting for two grade levels) and discovered that 
a student’s Lexile level is expected to increase approximately 
5.1 measures per week. Using this equation as well as the 

Lexile authors’ recommendation that books are within a 
student’s reading range when they are 100 Lexile below to 
50 Lexile above the reported measure (MetraMetrics, 2015), 
books considered on level for participants during the time 
of data collection were between 626L and 776L.  I used 
three ranges to classify a book’s text difficulty level for each 
participant:  Level 1, easy (below 625L); Level 2, grade level 
(626-776L); and Level 3, challenging (above 777L). 

I coded books as being short or long in length.  Since most 
picture books are short with 32 or fewer pages, I used this 
as a guideline to discern a book’s length.  Regarding genre, 
I coded each book as being fiction or nonfiction, the only 
genres that participants selected.  Lastly, after noting each 
participant’s individual Lexile score based upon the Florida 
Assessments for Instruction in Reading (FAIR, Florida Center 
for Reading Research, 2009), I coded books as being above, 
at, or below a student’s level.  

When reporting data, I use frequency counts and percentages 
to note each book characteristic for participants.  In the next 
section, counts and percentages are reported in figures.

Results

The results section includes a description of the context 
of students’ book selections according to the following 
characteristics:  text difficulty using CCSS’ guidelines, page 
length, genre, and individual Lexile readability levels.  Next, 
findings of students’ reading involvement scores according 
to the aforementioned book characteristics are displayed. 

Book Selections According to CCSS Difficulty Levels, 
Page Length, Genre, and Individual Lexile Readability 

Levels

Figures 1 and 2 reveal the percentages of books that boys 
selected according to CCSS’ text difficulty expectations 
along with page length, and genre, respectively.  The majority 
of participants (56%) selected books below their reading 
levels using CCSS’ guidelines (CCSS Level 1).  Only 17% 
of participants selected books within CCSS Level 2 range, 
while 28% selected books in the CCSS Level 3 range.  

Regarding length, all but 4 boys selected long books or 
books with more than 32 pages.  Thirty-eight percent of the 
participants selected long books within the Level 1 range.  A 
scarce amount of participants chose long books classified as 
CCSS Level 2 (11%).  Over a quarter of boys, 28%, selected 
long books within the CCSS Level 3 range. 

(see Figure 1)
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Figure 1. Book Selections According to CCSS Lexile 
Range and Length

17% n=3

6% n=1

N/A n=0

39% n=7

11% n=2

28% n=5

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

CCSS Level 1 (easy) CCSS Level 2 (grade level) CCSS Level 3 (challenging)

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f B
oy

s

Figure 1. Book Selections According to CCSS Lexile Range and Length 
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Boys typically selected fiction books, irrespective of CCSS’ 
readability ranges.  Forty-four percent of boys selected fiction 
books within the CCSS Level 1 range.  Only 17% selected 
CCSS Level 2 fiction books.  Almost one quarter (22%) of 
the participants selected CCSS Level 3 fiction books.  Only 
3 boys, 17% of the sample, selected nonfiction books.

(see Figure 2)

Figure 2.  Book Selections According to CCSS Lexile 
Range and Genre
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Figure 2. Book Selections According to CCSS Lexile Range and Genre

Fiction
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Regarding individual Lexile readability levels, 44% of the 
sample selected books above reading level.  As displayed 
in Figure 3, an equal amount of participants, 28%, selected 
books at level and below level.

Figure 3.  Book Selections According to Individualized 
Lexile Assessment Scores
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Figure 3. Book Selections According to Individualized Lexile Assessment Scores

Reading Involvement Scores According to CCSS 
Lexile Range

More participants were uninvolved than involved when 
reading texts within any of the CCSS Lexile Ranges.  As 
shown in Figure 4, 20% of the participants were involved 
when selecting books within the CCSS Level 1 range.  One 
of the three boys selecting a book within the CCSS Level 2 
range was involved, while no participant selecting a book 
in the CCSS Level 3 range was involved.  

Figure 4.  Participants’ Reading Involvement According 
to CCSS Lexile Range
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Figure 5 reveals that while few participants selected short 
texts (n=3) within the Level 1 range, only 1 was involved 
when reading.  The1 participant choosing a book within 
the Level 2 CCSS range was not involved.  While 1 of the 2 
participants was involved when selecting a long book in the 
Level 2 range, most or all of the participants were uninvolved 
when reading long texts from the Level 1 (86%) and Level 



The Reading Professor  Vol. 38 No. 1, Spring/Summer, 2016 Page 11

3 (100%) ranges. 

Figure 5.  Participants’ Reading Involvement According 
to CCSS Lexile Range and Length
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Participants reading fiction books were more likely to be 
uninvolved in reading, regardless of reading level range (see 
Figure 6).  In fact, only one quarter of the participants who 
selected a fiction book within the Level 1 range was involved 
in reading.  One of the three students remained involved 
when selecting fiction books within the CCSS Level 2 range, 
and all students selecting fiction texts in the CCSS Level 3 
range were uninvolved.  Boys who selected nonfiction books 
at varying Lexile ranges were not involved in reading. 

Figure 6.  Participants’ Reading Involvement According 
to CCSS Lexile Range and Genre
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Reading Involvement Scores According to 
Individualized Lexile Assessment Scores  

 Figure 7 displays the reading involvement scores of 
participants who selected books above level, at level, and 

below level.  Out of all of the students who selected books 
above, at, or below level, only one from each category was 
involved. 

Figure 7.  Participants’ Reading Involvement According 
to Individualized Lexile Assessment

88% n=7

80% n=4 80% n=4

13% n=1

20% n=1 20% n=1

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Above Level At Level Below Level

syoB fo egatnecreP

Figure 7. Participants’ Reading Involvement According to Individualized Lexile Assessment Scores

Involved

Not Involved

Limitations

 The findings are limited by the sample size and 
demographics as well as the number of students who self-
selected books with characteristics that this study examined, 
specifically nonfiction and short books.  Another study 
could use a different methodology to address this issue.  
Also, larger samples including struggling male readers from 
various SES backgrounds and of varying ages and regions 
are needed in future studies.   

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to measure the reading 
involvement of a sample of struggling male readers from 
low SES backgrounds during in-school independent reading 
time.  More specifically, I used a valid, reliable instrument 
to measure participants’ involvement when reading self-
selected texts.  I further examined involvement when reading 
texts of various difficulty levels, lengths, and genres.  The 
findings can assist preservice teachers as they implement 
in-school independent reading time with struggling male 
readers from low SES backgrounds.

Overall, participants were more likely to be uninvolved than 
involved when reading, regardless of CCSS Lexile Range 
and individualized readability Lexile levels, which differs 
from previous findings that students are likely to be involved 
when reading texts below grade- level (Gambrell et al., 1981; 
Jorgenson et al., 1977) or texts at students’ independent 
levels (Carver & Liebert, 1995; Jorgenson, 1977).  Five 
participants selected texts below their individualized 
Lexile readability levels, and only one was involved.  This 
is concerning as the point of independent reading time is 
to be involved with a text and increase reading volume.  
This findings suggests that preservice teachers must be 
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particularly observant, reflective, and proactive about getting 
struggling male readers to be involved during independent 
reading time. 

The finding that students were not typically involved, even 
if books were considered easy, leads me to question why 
this occurred.  Participants could provide insight about 
this question.  However, that research component was not 
within the parameters of this study. Future studies could 
add a qualitative component to the methodology.  Perhaps 
researchers could meet with students after independent 
reading time and ask them to discuss perceptions of 
their involvement as well as variables that could increase 
involvement.  

As with many studies, as the researcher, I wonder about 
variables that may have attributed to the high rate of 
uninvolvement.  For example, teachers in this study 
suggested that students choose books at their independent 
individualized Lexile readability levels, and only 5 adhered to 
this suggestion.  While students could have been required 
to select books at their independent individualized Lexile 
readability levels, I wonder if they had access to books 
that interested them.  Previous book selection studies have 
revealed that males tend to enjoy reading certain genres and 
topics.  Magazines, comics, sports, crime investigation, war, 
and graphic novels were popular texts and topics among 
males in one book selection study (Davilia & Patrick, 2010).  
Another book selection study revealed that males from low 
SES backgrounds preferred books focused on biographies 
of popular actors and singers (Williams, 2008).  In this study, 
no participants were reading these types of texts.  Perhaps, 
if they had been, the books would have sparked interest and 
resulted in increased reading involvement.  

 I also wonder about the fact that participants recorded book 
titles in reading logs that were occasionally discussed with 
the teacher.  Perhaps involvement could have increased with 
a different task affiliated with independent reading time.  For 
example, Trudel (2007) discovered that students became 
more involved during independent reading time after she 
incorporated five elements from Fountas and Pinnell (2001):  
1) provide guidance in students’ selections and facilitate 
finding books of interest; 2) require students to keep reading 
logs that allowed them to rate books; 3) provide time for 
mini-lessons and teacher-to-student and student-to-student 
discussions; 4) respond to weekly student entries about read 
books; and 5) model good reading when engaged in mini-
lessons or reading conferences.  Also, discussing a book 
with others can be a powerful method to involve students 
in independent reading.  Preservice teachers can simply 
provide 2 minutes for students to turn and talk about their 
books with shoulder partners at the end of independent 
reading time (Hall, Hedrick, & Williams, 2014; Kelley & 
Clausen-Grace, 2008). 

Most participants selected longer texts, therefore, it is 
difficult to discuss this sample’s involvement when reading 
shorter texts.  However, the direction of the results suggest 
that struggling readers who select long books would most 
likely be involved when reading from the CCSS Level 1 range.  

In addition, some researchers state that involvement could 
increase if students read gradually longer texts that were 
approximately the same difficulty level, instead of reading 
text that simultaneously increased in text difficulty and 
length (Mesmer & Hiebert, in press; Mesmer, Cunningham, 
& Hiebert, 2012).  Therefore, preservice teachers could have 
access to CCSS Level 1 range books that are about 40 
pages, 80 pages, and so on, to gradually increase struggling 
male readers’ stamina. 

The limited number of participants who selected nonfiction 
lends difficulty to discuss involvement implications.  
However, this limited number was a finding in itself.  It is 
critical for teachers to encourage and model enthusiasm 
for reading nonfiction, (Duke, Caughlan, Juzwik, & Martin, 
2012; Williams, 2008), especially when CCSS requires 
an abundant amount of reading from this genre (National 
Governors Association Center for Best Practices & Council 
of Chief State School Officers, 2012).  Further, it is imperative 
that nonfiction books of interest are provided.  Preservice 
teachers can assess boys’ nonfiction interests with a reading 
interest inventory and then provide texts that match these 
interests.        

One student was involved when reading an above level 
book, according to his individualized Lexile readability level, 
which is similar to previous studies that revealed students 
were involved when reading more difficult texts (Gickling & 
Armstrong, 1978; Treptow, et al., 2007). This one student 
reminds me that every child is a unique human being.  
Matching students to texts is an activity that addresses 
more than stationary text difficulty levels (Mesmer & Hiebert, 
in press).  The CCSS suggests that educators consider 
two other systems when matching students with books:  1) 
qualitative analyses of features, including levels of meaning, 
and 2) reader-task variables such as background knowledge 
of the featured topic (National Governors Association 
Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief State School 
Officers, 2012).  While the quantitative system is usually 
the most explicitly described in CCSS’ materials (Hiebert 
& Mesmer, 2013), preservice teachers must remember the 
other two systems as they guide students to select books 
for independent reading time. 

Conclusion

 This study adds to the limited research base focused 
on the involvement of struggling male readers from low SES 
backgrounds during independent reading time.  While more 
research about the boy crisis is needed, the data from this 
study should cause preservice teachers to be extremely 
intentional as they implement independent reading time in 
their classrooms. 

 The findings lend support for preservice teachers to 
continuously reflect on the manner in which they implement 
independent reading time.  If boys are not involved, preservice 
teachers need to examine why as reading volume is critical 
in the development of a successful reader (Allington, 2011; 
Donahue et al., 2001).  Also, preservice teachers should 
obtain classroom libraries containing an immense amount of 
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books that include the following:  varying text difficulty levels, 
simultaneously increased text difficulty levels and length, 
and topics of students’ interests, particularly nonfiction.  
It appears that books that are below CCSS’ text difficulty 
guidelines are particularly needed as they may increase the 
likelihood of reading involvement among struggling male 
readers from low SES backgrounds.  If these resources are 
not available, preservice teachers should advocate their 
needs to school and district leaders so that all students can 
be involved in the sole act of reading (Williams, 2004). 
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Using Games to Enhance Students’ Understanding of Semantics and Syntax 
Nancy J. Kolodziej, Malinda Hoskins Lloyd, Kathy Brashears

Abstract

Students’ understanding of the use of semantics and 
syntax has been found to enhance word identification and 
comprehension of text. English language learners who are 
adept at understanding the English language structure, 
involving word order and sentence development, are more 
likely to make meaning with it and from it. Consequently, 
intentional focus on semantics and syntax is advocated by the 
Common Core State Standards, edTPA, and research studies. 
After discussing rationale for the integration of semantic and 
syntactic instruction, the authors recommend and explain 
two interactive games—Running Dictation and Sentence 
Auction—to enhance students’ understanding of them in 
this article designed for college and university practitioners. 

Keywords: reading comprehension, running dictation, 
semantics, sentence auction, syntax, word identification

The Role of Syntax and Semantics in Reading

Early one morning in a reading methods course, I 
watched my pre-service teachers’ reactions as they were 
given the following passage to read: 

Mysa and Ilou are two izaks that mushuck in a large 
red mern. Both izaks have blim and yorp fur, but katu are 
not haratago beyond that. Mysa is errespeta, but Ilou likes 
to hozka. In fact, Ilou was banpiro for a vampire in a zuriak 
movie. (Passage created by the authors.)

As they realized the passage contained primarily 
nonsense words, they nervously glanced at each other and 
began to whisper. Then, after prompting them to read the 
story aloud, I noticed some students laughing while others 
confronted the challenge with the standard word-calling 
technique. Next, involuntary laughter increased as I asked my 
students to interpret the text. To their amazement, however, 
not only could many students translate the text into a cohesive 
story, they were also able to identify the words as specific 
parts of speech. For example, they identified “izaks” as a 
noun and “yorp” as an adjective, thus, making sense out of 
nonsense!

As evidenced in the scenario above, it is our need as 
readers to attend to semantics (meaning) and syntax (the 
structure of language) which assists us in making meaning 
of printed text.  For example, consider the next sentence and 
the words you might use to fill in the blank: “The brown horse 
galloped across the _____.”  While you probably thought of 
words such as field, pasture, or creek, it’s unlikely that you 
considered the words about, sing, or itchy. Your knowledge of 
syntax, “the pattern or structure of word order in sentences, 
clauses, and phrases” (Harris & Hodges, 1995, p. 249), 
persuaded you to fill in the blank with a noun, and your 

knowledge of semantics, or meaning, prompted you to also 
choose a word that made sense in the sentence. Furthermore, 
pragmatics (your dialect, personal experiences, and social 
use of language) influenced your word choice. For instance, 
in various geographical areas, crick would replace creek.

When reading, individuals subconsciously rely on 
cueing systems to assist them in reading unknown words 
they encounter in text. They use graphophonic (phoneme-
grapheme associations or sound-letter associations) cues, 
semantics (meaning) cues, syntactic (grammar) cues, and 
pragmatic (social) cues (Ellery, 2009; Goodman, K., 1973; 
Goodman, Y., 1995; Roller, Forsyth, & Fielding, 1998/1999; 
Routman, 1991). Running records, an oral reading assessment 
developed as an element of Marie Clay’s Reading Recovery 
intervention program, incorporates an analysis of readers’ 
errors and self-corrections. This miscue analysis classifies the 
errors to determine patterns that exist among a child’s use 
or non-use of the cueing systems. Typically, the miscues are 
classified as M (meaning-oriented), S (structure-oriented), 
or V (visual-oriented) (Clay, 1993/2002). Argument exists 
regarding which of the cueing systems is most supportive 
for readers (Beatty & Care, 2009). Stanovich (1986) and 
others have noted the use of the graphophonic cueing system 
increases as readers become more proficient with word 
analysis strategies. In contrast, Kucer and Tuten (2003) found 
that the 24 capable adult readers in their study relied most 
heavily upon the syntactic and semantic cueing systems. 
Consequently, the researchers recommend that reading 
instruction should incorporate instruction that focuses readers 
on their use of grammar and meaning. 

Recommendation for syntactic- and semantic-related 
instruction is embedded in the Common Core State Standards 
(CCSS) for English Language Arts (NGA & CCSSO, 2010), 
with a heavy emphasis placed on speaking and listening. 
Language, including the understanding of syntax and 
semantics, is regarded as a component that is foundational 
for reading success. Building on the premise that children’s 
oral language development precedes written language 
development, the CCSS bring to forefront the need for 
children “… to understand words before they can produce 
and use them” (2010, p. 26). Children develop the necessary 
schema for effective reading practices as they use syntactic 
and semantic cues to enhance their oral language.  In fact, 
early language competence is a strong predictor of children’s 
future reading comprehension, as evidenced in the inclusion 
of standards focusing on speaking, listening, and language 
(NGA & CCSSO, 2010). 

In addition, the CCSS (NGA & CCSSO, 2010) focus on 
the need for students to read texts of varying degrees of 
complexity. For example, students need to be able to read 
text structure that is “simple, explicit, and in conventional 
story order” as that in the Narrative of the Life of Frederick 
Douglass. Students are also charged with the task of reading 
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more challenging text as found in The Longitude Prize, which 
contains narrative elements conveyed in conventional story-
like patterns, as well as informational or explanatory writing 
(2010). Being mindful of various types of texts, readers must 
use syntactic and semantic cues to assist with decoding 
and comprehension. Subsequently, via direct instruction, 
teachers can readily address syntactic and semantic elements 
and their impact on text complexity. Such instruction is 
important because strengthening children’s knowledge of 
grammatical patterns in the English language contributes to 
their success in reading comprehension, enabling them to 
grasp the concepts of plot, characters, setting, and author’s 
purpose. Cyclical in nature, as students continue to learn 
about complex grammatical patterns and semantic cues, 
they have a greater understanding on which to build, resulting 
in increasingly sophisticated forms of speaking and writing 
(NGO & CCSSO, 2010). 

Syntax: A Component of Teacher Preparation 
Assessment

Currently adopted in 33 states, edTPA, formally known 
as the Teacher Preparation Assessment, highlights the 
importance of addressing syntax in two distinct ways.  First, 
the edTPA supplemental document, Making good choices: 
A support guide for edTPA Candidates (SCALE, 2014), 
provides the following definition of syntax: “…the set of 
conventions for organizing words, phrases, and symbols 
together in structures” (p. 14).  Secondly, and most importantly, 
edTPA requires that teacher candidates write commentary on 
how they will address syntax within their lessons. Specifically, 
the edTPA document directs teacher candidates to reflect on 
their lessons and then “…determine which sentence patterns, 
grammatical structures, or symbolic conventions might be 
unfamiliar or difficult for your students” (p. 14), thus explicitly 
addressing syntax. Hopefully, a result of this directive will be 
teachers who are both knowledgeable and skillful in using 
syntax to support their students’ literacy development.

Explicit Teaching of Syntax for English Language 
Learners

According to Cummins (2008), English language learners 
(ELLs) are faced with two distinct types of English proficiency 
– Basic Interpersonal Conversational Skills (BICS) and 
Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP). While 
BICS is often addressed through interactions with others in 
social situations, CALP provides a more challenging platform 
that necessitates frequent and direct contact with academic 
language. One way to confront this challenge is through 
the explicit teaching of syntax within the English language. 
Although Crawford & Krashen (2007) caution that developing 
a “feel” for language rather than learning language rules is a 
more effective approach in acquiring language, they suggest 
“it’s crucial to remember that conversational English goes only 
so far in the classroom, where academic English is needed 
for more complex, demanding purposes” (p. 24).  In essence, 
we, as educators, may then be able to logically assume 

that students who have a good understanding of language 
structure, including word order and sentence development, 
may be more likely to make meaning with it and from it. When 
teaching ELLs to read and write for efferent purposes across 
the curriculum, teachers, therefore, need to be mindful of 
purposefully addressing syntax. 

Interactive Games to Increase Semantic and 
Syntactic Awareness

As professors of teacher education candidates, 
we advocate the implementation of interactive learning 
experiences and frequently model these activities in our 
methods courses. Widely promoted by online resources 
dedicated to the teaching of English Language Learners, 
Running Dictation and Sentence Auction are ideal interactive 
games for enhancing students’ understanding of semantics 
and syntax; thus, we choose to share these with readers of 
The Reading Professor. See Figure 1 for resources available 
online. 

Figure 1. Additional Resources

Running Dictation

C a m b r i d g e :  h t t p : / / w w w . c a m b r i d g e . o r g /
grammarandbeyond/grammar-practice-activities/2014/04/1-
running-dictation-activity-to-engage-students-in-reading-
writing-listening-and-speaking

TESOL: http://blog.tesol.org/tech-break-running-
dictations/

BBC: http://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/article/running-
dictation

Dave’s ESL Café Idea Cookbook: http://www.eslcafe.com/
idea/index.cgi?display:969267537-3915.txt

LEO Network: http://www.learnenglish.de/Teachers/
rundictation.html

Sentence Auction

Busy Teacher: http://busyteacher.org/11064-grammar-
auction.html

Dave’s ESL Café Bookbook: http://www.eslcafe.com/idea/
index.cgi?display:913441548-3364.txt

English Advantage: http://www.englishadvantage.info/
lesson/sentence-auctions/ 

ESL Headquarters: http://www.eslhq.com/forums/esl-
forums/esl-games-activities/auction-game-296/

TEFL.net:  http://edition.tefl.net/ideas/games/grammar-
auction-variations/ 

Running Dictation

Running Dictation is an ideal game for promoting 
syntactical and semantic awareness and for reviewing 
content of any subject area. This game can be completed in 
approximately 5 to 20 minutes depending on the amount of 
information introduced or reviewed. To prepare for the game, 
the teacher must choose or create at least one sentence the 
students will reconstruct. The length, complexity, and content 
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of the sentence will depend on the teacher’s goal and student 
characteristics, such as age, reading ability, and level of 
English proficiency. We suggest teachers use a sentence to 
assist students in reviewing content material. For example, 
suppose your students were studying the three branches 
of government; a possible sentence for Running Dictation 
is The Supreme Court is the head of the judicial branch of 
government, and the Court’s decisions must be followed by 
all other courts in the United States. Academic vocabulary 
definitions in textbooks and state standards work well for 
identifying sentences for this game.

After choosing a sentence, print the sentence on colored 
paper or cardstock to prevent the text from being read through 
the back of the paper. Print multiple copies of the same 
sentence, which will allow each team to reconstruct that 
same sentence during the running dictation. Next, group your 
students into teams for the game and have each team count 
off to determine Person 1, Person 2, etc., for each team. The 
game works best with teams of three to five students. Write 
numbers on the back of the sentences to represent each of 
the teams, and then hang the sentences in the room with the 
sentences facing the wall. 

Figure 2. Rules & Procedures for Running Dictation

1. The goal of the game is for each team to reconstruct 
the exact same sentence, word for word, onto a blank piece 
of paper. 

2. Only one person from each team will be up at any 
given time. We’ll begin with Person 1 when I say go, but first 
I need to give you more directions. 

3. When it is your turn, walk to your team’s sentence, 
and quietly read the sentence. Memorizing as much of it 
as possible, hang the sentence back up the way it is now 
and then go back to your team. You may not write anything; 
instead, whisper as much of the sentence as you can to 
one of your team mates who will write it on paper. While 
different team members may serve as the scribe or writer 
for the team, the person dictating the sentence cannot serve 
simultaneously as the scribe. 

4. After Person 1 has dictated as much as he can 
remember to the scribe, Person 2 repeats the same process 
as Person 1. 

5. Similarly, after Person 2 has dictated as much as he 
can remember to the scribe, Person 3 repeats the process. 
After each person on the team has read the sentence, the 
play goes back to Person 1. It may require several rounds 
of reading the sentence to get the sentence accurately 
reconstructed on your paper.

6. Use quiet voices during this game; if teams overhear 
your discussions, they may use what they hear to reconstruct 
the sentence.

7. When your team thinks it has the sentence correctly 
reconstructed, raise your hands. I will check the sentence to 
verify accuracy. The other teams should continue to play until 
all teams have finished. 

Explain the rules of the Running Dictation game (see 
Figure 2) to the students and then commence the game. 

After all teams have successfully completed the sentence, 
instruct students to identify and discuss the errors first made 
when reconstructing the sentence. Prompt discussion so that 
it focuses on syntax and semantics. For example, students 
might suggest a syntax-related response such as, “We knew 
that we were missing a word because when we wrote ‘The 
Supreme Court the head,’ it didn’t sound right.” For a semantic-
related response, students might suggest, “We knew that the 
next words were ‘judicial branch’ because we remember that 
the Supreme Court is the head of it.” 

 With additional sentences focusing on the same topic, 
such as legislative and government branches, the game 
could continue with multiple rounds. Hence, Running Dictation 
serves as a dual-purpose game—to assist students in 
focusing on syntactic and semantic features of our language 
and to introduce or review content information.    

Sentence Auction

Sentence Auction is another interactive game which 
challenges students to analyze given sentences for syntactical 
accuracy. The teacher presents multiple sentences, one at a 
time, to teams of students who decide whether or not to “buy” 
the sentences. The team who “buys” the greatest number 
of grammatically correct sentences wins the game. The 
Sentence Auction game can be completed in approximately 
15 to 30 minutes depending on the number of rounds played.

Prior to the implementation of the game, determine 
grammatical features on which you want to focus. Suppose, 
for example, you had recently taught past and present tense 
verbs. The sentences you create would be examples of correct 
and incorrect use of tense. Ideal examples to use are those 
with phrases such as we was, they was, I done, he done, he 
don’t, and she don’t, which are commonly misused in many 
geographical locations. See Figure 3 for a list of potential 
sentences for a Sentence Auction that focuses on reinforcing 
the correct forms of these phrases; the errors have been 
underlined for this example, but they would not be for an 
actual Sentence Auction. 

 

Figure 3. Sentence Auction Sample Sentences

1. Do you remember when we done that science 
experiment last week?

2. Joe and Mary walked as quickly as possible to get to 
school.

3. The dog chased the cat across the lawn, but he didn’t 
catch up to her. 

4. During recess today, you was the fastest runner during 
the game of tag.

5. He don’t have his pencil, so will someone loan him one?

6. “I wish that we were going to have hot dogs for lunch 
today,” said Tom.

7. When I went to visit my friend, we was going to go to 
outside to play, but it was too cold.

8. I am so proud of how much hard work we did today. 
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No set number of sentences is required; however, the 
teacher should not reveal the number of questions so students 
will not know which question is the last one. When students 
know a particular question is the last one, they tend to bid 
on it regardless of its accuracy. 

We recommend you use software such as PowerPoint, 
which will allow you to project one sentence at a time on a 
screen or white board. Prepare the PowerPoint presentation 
in advance, but do not display any sentences until the 
directions have been explained and you are ready to start 
the auction. Next, divide students into teams of three to four 
students. Hang a color-coded score sheet on the board for 
each team (each with a different color). Then, provide each 
team with a “bid” sign (in the same color as the score sheet). 
See Figures 4 and 5 for examples. Discuss the following rules 
and procedures of Sentence Auction (see Figure 6), and then 
proceed with the auction.

Figure 4: Sentence Auction Score Sheet

Figure 5: Sentence Auction Bid Signs

Figure 6: Rules and Procedure for Sentence 
Auction

1. Each team begins with a total of $2000 to spend 
at the Sentence Auction, represented by the score sheets 
hanging on the board. (Note: The use of play money is not 

necessary.) The team which buys the greatest number of 
syntactically (grammatically) correct sentences wins the 
auction.

2. One sentence will be displayed. Discuss it with your 
team, focusing on the grammar structures that are correct 
or incorrect. Remember to use soft voices; other teams 
might hear your discussion, and they will be able to use that 
knowledge in their bidding. 

3. After a couple of minutes, I will open the bidding. Each 
sentence will start with an opening bid of $100, and then it 
will increase by $100 in each subsequent bid. 

4. If your team thinks the sentence is grammatically 
correct, bid on it. You may also make a bid if you want to bluff 
other teams to cause them to erroneously bid.

5. The highest bidder wins the sentence, and I will cross 
off dollar values on your team’s score sheet to correspond with 
your purchase. (Note to teachers: Keep a record of purchases 
on teams’ score sheets.)

6. Repeat steps 3 through 5 until all sentences have 
been attempted to be auctioned. (Note: The teacher does not 
disclose how many sentences there are in total.)

7. The team with the greatest number of correct 
sentences wins. The amount of remaining money on the 
score cards does not affect the winning status. 

Sentence Auction promotes students’ critical analysis 
of the syntax of sentences. The team approach provides 
an opportunity for students to engage in active discussion 
of grammar-related concepts, allowing students to identify 
common grammatical errors and to apply the correct use of 
grammar. By using sentences targeting mathematics, social 
studies, or science topics, Sentence Auction also provides 
an excellent avenue for the review of content information as 
students focus on the semantics of the sentences.

Closing Thoughts

Consider the following sentence and words that you 
might substitute for the blank: “Running Dictation and 
Sentence Auction help students develop understanding of 
semantics and syntactic structures of our language through 
the implementation of interactive and _____ games.”  Your 
comprehensive understanding of semantics and syntax 
probably provoked responses such as fun, enjoyable, or 
exciting, supporting the notion that these two aspects of 
our language facilitate our ability to identify words and 
comprehend text.  The value of understanding semantics 
and syntax is reflected in research, the Common Core State 
Standards, and teacher preparation programs, and its value 
is particularly imperative for English language learners. 
Because knowledge of semantics and syntax is important 
in teaching reading, we hope you’ll model for your teacher 
candidates ways to successfully implement Running Dictation 
and Sentence Auction.
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Hands-On Reading Comprehension: Distinguishing Paraphrasing, 
Retelling, Summarizing, and Synthesizing

Jennifer Davis-Duerr

Abstract

Paraphrasing, retelling, summarizing, and synthesizing 
are known to be essential reading comprehension strategies 
to support content area learning from complex texts.  The 
cognitive processes behind these strategies are often 
confused, thereby leading to ineffective teaching of these 
valuable strategies.  In this article, the author describes a 
step-by-step kinesthetic activity used to teach the differences 
between each strategy and the relationships among them.  

Keywords: literal comprehension, comprehension 
strategies

As a professor of Literacy Education teaching graduate 
students seeking Literacy Specialist certification, I frequently 
encounter teachers seeking knowledge to improve their 
reading comprehension instruction.  This article describes 
an interactive method I used to help teachers solidify 
their understanding of four closely related comprehension 
strategies: paraphrasing, retelling, summarizing, and 
synthesizing.

Why Teach Paraphrasing, Retelling, Summarizing, 
and Synthesizing?

First, research in reading comprehension instruction 
and intervention repeatedly supports the significant impact 
these strategies have on readers’ overall comprehension and 
experiences with a wide variety of texts for varying purposes 
(Duke, Pearson, Strachan, & Billman, 2011; Pressley, 2000). In 
addition, these comprehension strategies play multiple roles 
in the reading process: they support students to construct 
meaning during reading, and can serve as an assessment 
of their comprehension after reading.  Furthermore, these 
four strategies are clearly linked to anchor standard two of 
the Common Core State Standards (CCSS), which requires 
students to, “ …summarize the key supporting details and 
ideas,” (National Governors Association Center for Best 
Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010, 
pg.16).  It is clear that paraphrasing, retelling, summarizing, 
and/or synthesizing while reading influence the ability to gain 
information, make inferences, and otherwise engage with 
texts for enjoyment and content area learning. 

From Confusion to Clarity

Professional publications (Kissner, 2006; Kletzien, 2009) 
and a review of online resources for teachers (Eaton, 2010; 
Conrad-Curry, 2013) provide ample evidence of confusion 
about the differences among these strategies.  Most often 
these resources clarify the differences between retelling and 
summarizing, explaining that retelling is limited to recalling the 

text and summarizing requires understanding and organizing 
key ideas within the text.  Unfortunately, this narrowly focused 
clarification falls short and rarely helps teachers support 
students to utilize these strategies, let alone the more 
advanced strategy of synthesizing.   

Although definitions of paraphrasing, retelling, 
summarizing, and synthesizing vary slightly in the literature 
(Duke, et al., 2011; Harvey & Goudvis, 2007; Kissner, 2006), 
there is general consensus about how they relate to one 
another; therefore, the relationships among these strategies 
inform the succinct definitions provided below:

Strategy Definition

paraphrasing using one’s own words 
and word order to state an 
author’s idea

retelling paraphrasing multiple 
ideas from an author’s text 

summarizing p a r a p h r a s i n g  a n d 
organizing an author’s most 
important ideas from a text

synthesizing using one’s background 
knowledge and thoughts to 
develop a new understanding 
of the most important ideas 
from one or more texts

Digging in to Distinguish Comprehension 
Strategies

The activity described and illustrated below provided 
my graduate level candidates with a step-by-step kinesthetic 
experience designed to support their understanding of these 
four related comprehension strategies and improve the 
teaching of these strategies.  Discussion of the candidates’ 
experiences as readers and teachers throughout each step 
solidified their understanding. 
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Introduction to the Activity

Two colors of Play-Doh® are needed for each student. 
One color consistently represents the text being read, 
while the second color represents the reader’s background 
knowledge and experience (Figure 1).  

Figure 1. Materials needed for activity.

Within each step, the Play-Doh® in the left hand 
represents the text, and the actions (what is done with 
the Play-Doh®) represents how the reader performs the 
comprehension strategy.  The result of the actions (i.e. 
changed shape, size, color) is placed in the right hand, and 
represents the outcome of applying the strategy. Each step 
should be modeled and discussed with students to ensure 
their understanding of the cognitive processes involved in 
using the comprehension strategy and how these strategies 
are enacted when reading.  

Step 1: Recall

Recall action.  Start with one ball of Play-Doh® in the left 
hand, and then simply move that to the right hand (Figure 2). 

Figure 2.  Recall from a text. 

Recall explanation.  Notice that the color, size, and 
shape all remain the same.  Recalling doesn’t incorporate 
the reader’s background knowledge or result in new 
understandings.  

Step 2:  Paraphrasing

Paraphrasing action. Start with two balls of Play-Doh® 
of different colors.  In this step, the purple ball represents a 
single sentence in a text.  Shape the purple ball into a cube.  
In the process of reshaping the purple ball, take a small piece 
of the green Play-Doh® and put it on the cube (Figure 3).  

Figure 3. Paraphrasing one sentence.

Paraphrasing explanation. Notice that the size stayed 
the same, and yet the shape changed and the green Play-
Doh® was added.  Paraphrasing does not reduce the number 
of ideas in the text.  Instead, the author’s ideas are rearranged 
or organized in a way that makes sense to the reader and 
can be communicated to others.  In addition, paraphrasing 
requires minimal background knowledge to access synonyms 
for the author’s words.  Because paraphrasing involves the 
manipulation of the author’s ideas and application of the 
reader’s background knowledge, paraphrasing does indicate 
a moderate level of understanding of a small piece of text. 

Step 3: Retelling (Two Types)

Teachers often lack consensus regarding what is expected 
from a student’s retelling and what proficiency in retelling 
signifies about the student’s reading comprehension.  Some 
desire students to show understanding and organization 
of ideas (type 1 below), while others consider students’ 
recollection of what was read to be sufficient (type 2 below). 
These two types of retelling indicate very different levels of 
comprehension; therefore, if teachers are to use retelling as 
an assessment of comprehension, a consensus on the type 
of retelling expected is necessary. 

Retelling action, type 1. Start with the two different 
colored balls of Play-Doh®.  In this step, the purple ball 
represents a paragraph, story, or section of a longer text.  Pull 
off pieces of the purple ball, forming each piece into a small 
cube while applying a small amount of green Play-Doh® to 
each cube.  Set each cube down on the right in a line, being 
careful to put one cube right after the next.  Continue this 
strategy until the original purple ball is used up (Figure 4).  

Figure 4.  Retelling of a text demonstrating moderate 
understanding.
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Retelling explanation, type 1.  Notice that this strategy 
involved paraphrasing each small part of the text and that 
this retelling leaves nothing out.  All the author’s ideas 
are represented in the retelling and the reader has shown 
moderate understanding of the story by both paraphrasing 
and sequencing parts of the text. 

Retelling action, type 2. Start over with the just the 
purple ball of Play-Doh®.  In this step, the purple ball again 
represents a paragraph, story, or section of a longer text.  
Pull off pieces of the purple ball, forming each piece into a 
smaller ball.  Set each ball down on the right, though not in 
any particular order.  Continue this strategy until the original 
purple ball is used up (Figure 5). 

Figure 5. Retelling of a text demonstrating recall, not 
understanding.

Retelling explanation, type 2. Notice that this strategy 
does not involve paraphrasing or the reader’s background 
knowledge.  The action represents that the author’s ideas 
have been represented (recalled), but the reader has not 
shown understanding of those ideas. 

Step 4: Summarizing (Two-Part Process)

Summarizing, a significantly more complex strategy 
than retelling, requires the reader to a) determine which of 
the author’s ideas are most important, b) understand those 
selected ideas (shown in part 1 below), and then c) organize 
those ideas, and d) combine those ideas in a logical manner 
(shown in part 2 below). Thus, summarizing signifies a 
readers’ thorough understanding of the entire text read. 

Summarizing part 1 action.  Start with the two different 
colored balls of Play-Doh®.  In this step, the purple ball 
represents a paragraph, story, or section of a longer text.  
With the purple ball in the left hand, inspect it carefully, while 
saying out loud, “Hmm.  What’s important here?”  Turn the ball 
around and then purposefully select one chunk of it.  Form 
that chunk into a cube while adding a bit of green Play-Doh®.  
Set it down on your right.  Repeat this strategy several more 
times, but do not use all of the purple ball; make sure that 
about half of the purple ball remains (Figure 6). 

Figure 6. Selecting and paraphrasing important ideas. 

Summarizing part 1 explanation.  Notice that this 
strategy required that chunks were selected very carefully, 
representing key or important ideas in the text, and that these 
were paraphrased.  In addition, the paraphrased ideas were 
not necessarily put in any order at this point. In addition, note 
that some of the original text remains, representing the less 
important details.  

Summarizing part 2 action. Look carefully at the cubes on 
the right and reorganize them into two straight lines, placing 
each cube deliberately.  Once they’ve been set up, collect 
them all together and reshape them into a ball that is clearly 
smaller than the original ball was (Figure 7).  

Figure 7. Organizing and combining paraphrased ideas 
to complete the summary.

Summarizing part 2 explanation. Notice that this 
second part of the summarizing strategy required that the 
paraphrased ideas be studied and organized before they 
could be combined into a summary.  In addition, the final 
action of reforming the cubes into a ball represents the 
process of combining these important ideas into a new whole 
that is not representative of the entire original text, but can be 
used to accurately represent what someone most needs to 
know about that text.  Unlike retelling, the two sets of actions 
here show that summarizing demonstrates the reader’s ability 
to identify important ideas and clearly communicate their 
understanding of the text as a whole.

Step 5: Synthesizing Using a Single Text (Two-Part 
Process)  

Synthesizing, the most challenging comprehension 
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strategy leading to robust thinking about text, requires the 
reader to a) determine which of the author’s ideas are most 
important, b) understand those selected ideas, c) apply their 
own background knowledge and thinking about those ideas 
(shown in part 1 below), and then d) organize those ideas 
and their own thoughts, and finally e) combine those ideas 
with their own thinking to create a new unique idea (shown 
in part 2 below). 

Synthesizing part 1 action. Start with the two different 
colored balls of Play-Doh®.  In this step, the purple ball 
represents a paragraph, story, or section of a longer text.  
With the purple ball in the left hand, inspect it carefully, while 
saying out loud, “Hmm.  What’s important here and what do 
I think about it?”  Turn the ball around and then select one 
chunk of it.  Form that chunk into a cube while adding a bit 
of green Play-Doh®.  Set it down on your right.  Repeat this 
strategy several more times, placing additional chunks of the 
green ball in with the cubes.  Once again, do not use all of 
the purple ball; make sure that about half of the purple ball 
remains (Figure 8).  

Figure 8. Selecting, paraphrasing, and thinking about 
important ideas. 

Synthesizing part 1 explanation. Notice the similarities 
with the summarizing strategy.  The careful selection 
of important ideas in the text is essential.  Point out the 
differences from the summarizing strategy in that there is 
additional thinking about the author’s ideas involved.  This 
thinking could be reactions to the author’s ideas, connections 
that were made (i.e., text-to-self, text-to-text, or text-to-world), 
visualizations, and/or inferences developed from the author’s 
key ideas.  

Synthesizing part 2 action. As in the summarizing 
strategy, organize the cubes and chunks of green Play-Doh®, 
aligning them in two lines.  After studying the paraphrased 
ideas and reader’s thinking, push all these pieces together 
and knead the Play-Doh® such that the two colors are 
combined.  Form this new color into a pyramid or other original 
shape (Figure 9).  

Figure 9. Organizing, then combining paraphrased 
ideas and thoughts to create a new idea.

Synthesizing part 2 explanation. Again, notice th 
similarities and differences with the summarizing strategy.  
Organization of the author’s important ideas occurs, though 
the inclusion of the reader’s thinking about the ideas has 
been prioritized.  Like summarizing, the strategy of combining 
all of this into a whole is important, though the creation of 
something new clearly distinguishes synthesizing as different 
from summarizing.  

Evidence

To determine the effectiveness of this teaching technique, 
I implemented it along with several other techniques to teach 
these comprehension strategies within my graduate level 
Content Area Literacy course in the Summer of 2015.  There 
were 24 graduate candidates enrolled in the course, 23 of 
which were seeking B-6 Literacy Specialist certification, 
and one seeking 5-12 Literacy Specialist certification. The 
course met three times per week for two hours and 50 
minutes for five consecutive weeks.  This unit of instruction 
occurred over two class sessions and included the following 
activities presented in the order listed: a) Independent 
reading of a chapter in the course text (Strategies That Work 
by Harvey & Goudvis) focused on synthesizing followed by 
in-class small group discussion of text-dependent questions, 
b) Independent reading of a chapter in Kissner’s text, 
Summarizing, Paraphrasing, and Retelling (2006) focused 
on the similarities and differences among these strategies, c) 
Lecture providing explicit definitions of each of the strategies, 
d) Read aloud with my think aloud, candidate labeling of think 
aloud scripts with the correct comprehension strategy, and 
whole group discussion to confirm labeling, e) Small group 
creation of visual representations of the strategies followed by 
small group labeling of the representations and whole group 
confirmation of labeling, and f) Instructor-led Play-Doh activity 
with accompanying PowerPoint slides explaining each step.  

Data Collection

Four sources of data were collected during class at 
various points in the unit: 

a) An informal assessment requiring the candidates 
to write an explanation of each comprehension strategy 
that could be used to teach fourth grade students about 
the strategy.  This assessment was completed before any 
instruction and at the completion of the unit.  
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b)  A survey requiring candidates to rank order each 
teaching technique from least valuable (1) to most valuable 
(5) in increasing their understanding of the comprehension 
strategies. 

c) A write-up of a small group activity in which candidates 
were required to demonstrate their ability to apply their 
knowledge of the comprehension strategies by creating a 
think aloud script that would accompany the picture book The 
Very Hungry Caterpillar and could be used to teach second 
grade students how to summarize a narrative text. 

d) An exit questionnaire asking the students to reflect on 
the various teaching techniques used throughout the unit. 

Results

Pre/Post Assessment Results. Students’ explanations of 
each of the comprehension strategies were scored with a 
four-point rubric, where 1 represented an incorrect response, 
2 represented a partially correct response, 3 represented a 
mostly correct response, and 4 represented a thorough and 
correct response.  After scoring and analyzing the students’ 
responses, it was clear that responses scoring a 1 or 2 
contained some or many misconceptions or confusions, 
whereas responses scoring a 3 or 4 contained few, if any, 
misconceptions or confusions.  See the table below for a 
summary of the results. 

Pre-Test Post-Test

Comprehension 
Strategy

Scores 
of 1-2

Scores 
of 3-4

S c o r e s 
of 1-2

Scores of 
3-4

Summarizing 14 7 8 13

Retelling 16 5 8 13

Synthesizing 18 3 3 18

Paraphrasing 10 11 4 17

Survey Ranking Value.  Twenty-four candidates 
completed the brief survey.  Of those, 17 ranked the Play-Doh 
activity as being most valuable (5) or second-most valuable 
(4) in increasing their understanding of the comprehension 
strategies.  The remaining seven candidates showed 
preference for two other activities, a) Read aloud with my 
think aloud, candidate labeling of think aloud scripts with 
the correct strategy, and whole group discussion to confirm 
labeling, and b) Small group creation of visual representations 
of the strategies followed by small group labeling of the 
representations and whole group confirmation of labeling.  

Candidate Think Aloud Scripts.  Five groups of 
candidates each created a think aloud script.  These five 
scripts were analyzed to determine candidates’ preparedness 
to apply their learning to a common teaching technique, 
think aloud accompanied by modeling.  All five think aloud 
scripts were found to be accurate in the explicit instruction of 
summarizing and were accompanied by skillful modeling of 
the strategy with the picture book The Very Hungry Caterpillar 
(Carle, 1969).  

Exit Questionnaire.  The written questionnaire required 
candidates to consider the sequence of activities within 
the unit, ways activities could be improved (if at all), which 
activities could be eliminated (if any), and additional activities 
to make the unit more effective for future candidates. The 
analysis of the 24 candidates’ responses revealed that my 
future instruction of this unit should not include both the 
Play-Doh activity and the small group visual representation 
activity.  Twelve candidates felt that one or the other of these 
two activities would be sufficient to solidify their understanding 
of the comprehension strategies.  

Analysis of their responses also revealed the discomfort 
some candidates had with the constructivist nature of some 
of the activities; three candidates stated that they’d prefer a 
lecture format and four candidates stated that they’d prefer 
to have my explicit definitions of the strategies provided at 
the start of the unit.  In addition, eleven other suggestions 
were made to include more guidance and opportunities to 
practice teaching the comprehension strategies in elementary 
classrooms. For example, candidates suggested including 
videos of teachers teaching the strategies to children, reading 
over lessons focused on teaching the strategies, developing 
and practicing think alouds, and discussing examples of 
elementary students’ attempts to use the strategies.  These 
and other suggested activities reflect the candidates’ need 
for graduate level instruction that continues to emphasize 
practical application of concepts. 

Conclusion

 Clearly, each comprehension strategy described 
above serves to improve readers’ comprehension, and 
selecting a combination of these strategies is required to 
achieve varying purposes for reading.  Although a variety of 
techniques are useful to teach educators this content, the 
evidence collected shows that the hands-on Play-Doh activity 
described above led to candidates’ deeper understanding 
of these comprehension strategies. Furthermore, this 
investigation into my teaching practices revealed insights 
that will shape my future instruction of graduate candidates.  
It is clear that candidates need opportunities to apply their 
learning within contexts that mirror elementary classroom 
instruction.  Taking the time needed to provide these 
experiences may be the difference between a successful 
graduate class session and a successful teacher of reading.
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Is Handwriting Instruction Outdated?  A Replication Study of 
Teachers’ Perspectives

Laurie A. Sharp, Sarah Titus

Abstract

Twenty-first century literacies have questioned the 
relevance of handwriting instruction.  A previous exploratory 
study explored current classroom practices and perspectives 
among three practicing teachers, and the present study 
replicated these initial efforts with a larger number of 
participants who have a wider variety of teaching experiences.  
Thirty-nine teachers in Texas who have 507 years of teaching 
experiences participated in the present study, which was 
conducted within the social constructionist theoretical 
framework.  A cross-sectional survey research design was 
employed that used mixed methods to explore handwriting 
instruction through participants’ experiences, professional 
insights, and opinions.  Quantitative data were tabulated 
and reported, and qualitative data were analyzed with open 
coding, axial coding, and final theme reviews.  Analyses of 
data revealed four themes: Goal of Handwriting Instruction, 
Handwriting Pedagogy, Personal/Professional Perspective, 
and Current State of Handwriting.  Further implications from 
findings were also described.

 Keywords: handwriting, handwriting instruction, 
teachers’ perspectives, survey  

Introduction

 Handwriting instruction has an extensive history 
within the American educational system.  In the early 20th 
century, Dougherty (1917) retraced handwriting instruction 
in American schools and described significant events that 
had taken place.  Most notable was how artistic qualities 
associated with handwriting were replaced with societal 
demands for efficiency and speed.  Handwriting instruction 
evolved into a “habit involving manual skill” (Freeman, 1914, p. 
56) and “a tool in the expression of thought” (p. 118).  Teachers 
required knowledge of proper handwriting skills so that they 
could deliver explicit handwriting instruction that focused upon 
form and execution.  Several competing handwriting systems 
and methodologies prompted numerous controversies 
regarding “slant, size, position, movement, speed, accuracy, 
etc.” (p. vii), and handwriting instruction lacked a “degree of 
standardization” (Dougherty, 1917, p. 285). 

 Within the last 15 years, technological advancements 
have ushered in new forms of literacies (Leu, Kinzer, Coiro, 
Cammack, 2004), thus engendering further dichotomous 
views towards handwriting instruction.  The ubiquitous 
influence of digital tools has prompted teachers to shift the 
focus of instructional time once devoted to the teaching of 
handwriting to the development of technological knowledge 
and skills (McAdams, 2013b; Saperstein Associates, 2012; 
Supon, 2009).  During the 21st century, handwriting instruction 
has been reported as either an extremely significant curricular 
component (e.g., Graham, 2008/2009) or an “antiquated” and 
“archaic” method for communicating (Sharp & Brown, 2015, 

p. 36).  

The Original Study

 Sharp and Brown (2015) conducted an exploratory 
study that sought to determine the current state of handwriting 
instruction through an exploratory analysis of the teaching 
experiences of three practicing elementary teachers.  They 
sought to gain initial insights regarding handwriting instruction, 
professional insights regarding handwriting and students’ 
application of handwriting, and personal perspectives 
regarding the state of handwriting.  Sharp and Brown’s 
analyses of data identified three interconnected themes 
(i.e., School Culture/Team Approach, Handwriting Pedagogy, 
Personal/Professional Perspective), which provided a cursory 
understanding of teachers’ perspectives.  Sharp and Brown 
recommended that further studies be conducted with a larger 
number of teachers who have a wider variety of teaching 
experiences.

Relevant Review of Literature 

 Relevant literature consulted revealed many benefits 
associated with handwriting.  The fundamental goal of 
handwriting instruction is legibility (Arnold, 1933), which is 
significant because determinations pertaining to the quality 
of written documents are often influenced by the caliber of 
handwriting (Sheffield, 1996).  Berninger (2012) noted that 
the physical act of handwriting develops and strengthens 
many motor skills (e.g., fine motor skills, visual perception 
skills), as well as cognitive processes.  Handwriting create 
a pathway for information to enter memory via a kinesthetic 
modality (Sheffield, 1996), thus leading to stronger fluidity 
of thought (Blazer, 2010) and possible improved academic 
performance (Bennett, 2009).  

 Historically, handwriting instruction in schools 
typically began with the teaching of manuscript during the 
early elementary grades, which transitioned to the teaching 
of cursive during the later elementary grades (Wallace & 
Schomar, 1994).  Proficiency with cursive became a prevailing 
instructional goal with handwriting (Enstrom, 1969) due 
to its provision of speed and efficiency with written tasks.  
With this in mind, Stainthorp (2006) alleged that stronger 
cognitive capacity was plausible among learners who select 
cursive when handwriting.  Likewise, Blazer (2010) later 
presented findings that showed correlations between cursive 
handwriting and higher grades, including scores earned on 
the Scholastic Aptitude Test.   

 Similar findings have also been supported in 
contemporary studies that compared the academic 
performance of learners who used handwriting to learners 
who used computers during the learning process (Berninger, 
Abbott, Ausburger, & Garcia, 2009; Duran & Frederick, 2013; 
Mueller & Oppenheimer, 2014).  For example, Berninger et 
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al. (2009) explored composition writing at the elementary 
level and found that learners (including learners with 
learning disabilities) who used handwriting instead of typing 
produced compositions that were more comprehensive in 
a faster manner.  Similarly, Duran and Frederick (2013) and 
Mueller and Oppenheimer (2014) analyzed handwriting 
and computer-based note-taking performance among 
undergraduate students.  Duran and Frederick (2013) reported 
that learners preferred handwriting over typing during note-
taking, and learners who used handwriting produced better 
notes.  In this same manner, Mueller and Oppenheimer 
(2014) presented findings that showed use of handwriting 
with note-taking promoted deeper processing with conceptual 
understandings among learners when compared to use of 
keyboarding.  

 Clearly, much literature has touted numerous benefits 
associated with handwriting, yet the attention once given 
to handwriting instruction has diminished, particularly with 
respect to cursive (Bennett, 2009, Blazer, 2010).  Berninger 
(2011) noted a significant decline in the time teachers spend 
on handwriting instruction, especially beyond the third grade.  
Most recently, Puranik, Al Otaiba, Sidler, and Greulich (2014) 
reported that large variability existed with the amount of 
handwriting instructional time and learners’ performance with 
handwriting.  Although research has strongly indicated the 
need for prospective teachers to receive pedagogical training 
with handwriting (Berninger, 2012), preservice teachers 
have disclosed that they feel a lack of confidence towards 
the teaching of handwriting (McAdams, 2013a).  Likewise, 
previous literature consulted showed a corresponding 
sentiment among numerous practicing teachers who had 
communicated that their respective teacher education 
programs had inadequately prepared them for handwriting 
instruction (Graham, Capizzi, Harris, Hebert, & Morphy, 2014; 
Graham et al., 2007; Kiuhara, Graham, & Hawken, 2009).  

 This review of relevant literature has shown that 
a significant disconnect exists between research-based 
recommendations and current classroom practices regarding 
handwriting instruction.  Findings from the original study 
have also revealed many strong and conflicting personal and 
professional perspectives towards handwriting instruction.  
Applegate and Applegate (2004) noted that “classroom 
instruction is largely driven by the beliefs of the teacher” 
(p. 561), and relevant literature has shown that teachers’ 
beliefs affect their instructional practices and their students’ 
perspectives (Asselin, 2010).  Therefore, the purpose for 
the present study was to gain an understanding of current 
classroom practices and perspectives of practicing teachers 
concerning handwriting instruction.   

The Present Study

Research Design

A social constructionist theoretical framework guided 
this study.  This framework was selected because it was 
“principally concerned with explicating the processes by which 
people come to describe, explain, or otherwise account for 
the world (including themselves) in which they live” (Gergen, 
1985, p. 266).  A mixed methods approach made use of a 
cross-sectional survey research design so that analyses of 

different types of data would provide a more comprehensive 
understanding of the topic under study.  

Respondents

 In order to gain participation from a larger number 
of currently certified and practicing teachers who are 
responsible for literacy instruction, we sought participation 
from current members of the professional organization Texas 
Association of Literacy Education (TALE), a state affiliate 
of the International Literacy Association.  At the time of the 
present study, there were 121 active TALE members.  Forty-
one TALE members elected to participate, thereby achieving 
a response rate of approximately 34%.  Two respondents 
indicated that they no longer maintained an active teaching 
certificate; therefore, their survey responses were not included 
during data analyses.  All eligible respondents (n = 39) were 
female.

Data Collection

 In order to preserve the replication effort and address 
logistical considerations with the collection of larger amounts 
of data (e.g., maintenance of confidentiality and organization/
protection of data), the present study developed an electronic 
copy of the researcher-created, cross-sectional survey using 
Google Forms.  Survey data were collected during a four-
week period, and emails were sent to current members of 
TALE that described the purposes for this study, the dates of 
availability to participate, potential benefits, and a hyperlink 
to the survey.  

 Once the link to the survey was accessed, detailed 
information related to the purpose for this study and informed 
consent was provided.  Individuals who choose to participate 
in this study provided consent electronically and were then 
prompted to enter demographic data (i.e, status of teaching 
certificate, teaching experiences listed by grade level and 
number of years taught within each grade level, gender, and 
ethnicity.  After participants self-reported demographic data, 
they were provided access to the survey questions, which 
contained two closed-ended questions and six open-ended 
questions organized into the following three sequential 
sections: (a) handwriting instruction throughout teaching 
experiences, (b) professional insights, and (c) opinions about 
the current state of handwriting.  Participants navigated 
through these survey sections in a subsequent manner with 
the ability to go back and review and/or amend previous 
responses provided before submitting their completed survey. 

Data Analyses

 The total word count for participants’ completed 
surveys (excluding demographic data) was 6,172 words.  
Within each of the three aforementioned sections, word 
counts were 1,678; 2,690; and 1,784 respectively.  Data 
yielded from the survey’s open-ended questions were 
analyzed in the same manner as in the original study, which 
entailed analyses of data with three independent reviews.  
During the first review, initial concepts and categories present 
in the data were labeled with open coding.  During the second 
review, axial coding was used to confirm the accuracy of 
codes and group like codes into themes.  During the third 
review, codes within each theme were reviewed to identify the 
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presence of subthemes.  To establish reliability with findings, 
the researchers held multiple videoconferences to discuss 
the data, analyses, and interpretations at the latent level.

Findings

Demographic Data

 Respondents were asked to list their teaching 
experiences by level, as well as number of years within each 
level.  Analyses related to this survey question considered only 
complete semesters and years reported (i.e., increments of 
six months or one year), which totaled 507 years of teaching 
experiences (see Table 1).  

Table 1

Teaching Experiences by Level

Levels Number of Years

Early Elementary 

Pre-Kindergarten – 3rd Grade

235.5

Upper Elementary 

4th Grade – 6th Grade

154.5

Middle School 

7th Grade – 8th Grade

23.5

High School 

9th Grade – 12th Grade

16.0

Specialists

(e.g., special education, interventionist, 
reading specialist)

42.5

Postsecondary

College/University

35.0

Closed-Ended Responses

 Participants responded to two closed-ended survey 
questions, which were intended to ascertain (a) handwriting 
styles taught and (b) styles of handwriting students selected 
for writing.  With respect to the former closed-ended question, 
almost half of the participants (n = 17) reported that they 
teach both manuscript and cursive styles of handwriting, 
while 23% (n = 9) indicated that they do not teach any style of 
handwriting.  With respect to the latter closed-ended question, 
the majority of participants reported that manuscript was 
the primary style of handwriting that students selected (n = 
25).  Only one participant reported that cursive was students’ 
selected style of handwriting.  

Open-Ended Responses

 The teachers in this study had many diverse 
teaching experiences, and almost all of them had teaching 
experiences that spanned multiple levels.  Of the 39 teachers 
in this study, only two teachers had reported that their 
teaching experiences occurred within one level.  Therefore, 
the classifications used in Table 1 were not applied during 
analyses conducted with the six open-ended questions.  
Rather, data were analyzed with the understanding that 
teachers’ responses communicated their “social reality” (Gray, 

2014, p. 24), which was formed using the totality of their own 
teaching experiences.  Data analyzed from the teachers’ 
responses to open-ended questions produced four themes 
regarding participants’ teaching experiences and perspectives 
with handwriting.  These themes were: Goal of Handwriting 
Instruction, Handwriting Pedagogy, Personal/Professional 
Perspective, and Current State of Handwriting.

Theme 1: Goal of handwriting instruction.  Legibility 
has been identified as the fundamental goal of handwriting 
(Arnold, 1933), and almost 70% of teachers in this study 
(n = 27) affirmed this goal.  Specific references to legibility 
occurred 42 times, with most teachers implicitly and explicitly 
indicating that the rationale for legibility of handwriting was 
to ensure readability for others.  For example: 

I encouraged them to use the form that was easiest for 
others to read.  (Participant 2)

I need to be able to read it.  (Participant 18)

. . . to write legibly for their audience.  (Participant 22)

Legible handwriting is of great importance because if 
I cannot read the assignment then I cannot properly grade 
it.  (Participant 27)

With this in mind, two teachers attributed the goal of 
legible handwriting to compliance with constraints associated 
with standardized testing:

. . . they should know how to write legibly, especially given 
the emphasis on mandated exams that include constructed 
responses.  (Participant 4)

Neat, legible, not oversized in order to comply with STAAR 
testing 1page limit for written compositions.  (Participant 26)

Although legibility was reported as the dominant goal of 
handwriting instruction among teachers in this study, some 
teachers indicated that affording students with skills needed 
to read handwritten documents and produce signatures as 
goals of handwriting instruction:

Cursive needs to be addressed for being able to read 
it (historical documents), but not produced.  (Participant 1)

I taught it because many of the primary documents we 
viewed in social studies were in cursive.  (Participant 6)

Students need to be able to read documents written in 
cursive and sign their own names.  (Participant 14)

It is very important to be able to write in cursive. You 
need to be able to sign your name to important documents.  
(Participant 9)

The ONLY resin to know any cursive is to sign your name. 
We should teach kids to sign their own name, but that is it.  
(Participant 17)
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Finally, two teachers noted that building students’ 
fluency with handwriting as an additional goal of handwriting 
instruction:

I want students to learn to make their handwriting in an 
efficient way so that it is not a laborious process for them 
(thus the one-stroke approach) and doesn’t impede their 
written fluency when composing during the writing process.  
(Participant 11)

It builds fluency in writing that is needed for effective 
composition writing.  (Participant 12)

. . . high school and college courses depend heavily on 
students’ note-taking abilities. Computers are not always 
available or accessible, therefore students must know how 
to write fast and efficiently. This is where cursive becomes 
important. Students can potentially be at an extreme 
disadvantage if they are not prepared for situations beyond 
K-12.  (Participant 24)

Theme 2: Handwriting pedagogy.  To implement effective 
handwriting instruction, teachers must possess knowledge of 
handwriting skills, as well as specific pedagogical techniques 
with which to impart these skills among students.  This theme 
and the two corresponding subthemes were also present in 
the original study.    

 Knowledge of handwriting skills.  Most of the 
teachers in this study designated legibility as the central 
goal of handwriting instruction.  The production of legible 
handwriting depends upon appropriate execution of a myriad 
of motor skills (Berninger, 2012).  Nineteen teachers in the 
present student referred to the following motor skills: letter 
formation (n = 15), spacing (n = 7), pencil grasp (n = 6), 
neatness (n = 4), letter size (n = 4), placement on page (n 
= 3), ease of use (n = 2), and posture (n = 2).  Two teachers 
had indicated that rather than focusing upon a specific set 
of handwriting skills during handwriting instruction, they 
encouraged “individuality” (Participant 4) and students’ 
development of “their own writing style” (Participant 32).

  Specific pedagogical techniques.  With regard to 
specific pedagogical techniques, 28 teachers in this study 
referred to either handwriting styles or other instructional 
approaches.  Sixteen teachers in this study named the 
following as specific styles of handwriting they taught: cursive 
(n = 10), D’Nealian (n = 7), Zaner-Bloser (n = 4), block 
manuscript (n = 1), Margaret Taylor Smith cursive strokes 
(n = 1), print (n = 1), and traditional (n = 1).  With regard to 
specific techniques used to teach handwriting, the majority 
of teachers (n = 14) reported using handwriting curricula and 
programs, including the Basic Language Skills approach, 
Handwriting without Tears®, Recipe for Reading®, SRA Open 
Court Reading, and various Zaner-Bloser products.  Three 
of these teachers specified that their respective curriculum 
materials or programs were adopted state- and/or school 
district materials, and one teacher referred to the program she 
used as “a set curriculum” (Participant 41).  Additionally, nine 
teachers stated that they used handwriting workbooks and/
or practice sheets, however, these teachers did not specify 

whether they were supplemental materials from a handwriting 
curriculum or program. 

 Beyond a specific curriculum and program, some of 
the teachers in this study described strategies and methods 
that they incorporated into their handwriting instruction.  Five 
teachers used modeling intended to “demonstrate proper 
formation of letters” (Participant 3), and six teachers integrated 
handwriting instruction with authentic writing experiences, 
such as during the writer’s workshop approach and shared 
writing exercises.  Three teachers listed tactile activities, 
such as “paints and sand” (Participant 38), “plastic writing 
templates” (Participant 3), and “shaving cream, sand paper 
and crayons” (Participant 41) to develop students’ fine motor 
skills.  One of the teachers’ responses included the language 
that she uses during handwriting instruction.  For example:

I switched to a “one stroke” manuscript handwriting 
approach organized by approach strokes (round letters that 
start like “c”; “pull down” approach stroke for letters such as 
i, t, l; “pull down, push up and over” such as m, n, “slant lines” 
such as v, w. I taught cursive in the same manner as above, 
by approach strokes- “swing up, stop”, “push up-over”, etc. 
(Participant 11)

Another teacher was equally explicit with the language 
she uses during handwriting instruction with students who 
have dyslexia:

. . . I currently teach each cursive letter with (1) gross 
motor skills using whole body movement and a verbal path 
for each letter. Students stand, place their non-writing hand 
on the shoulder of the writing hand and make the letter with 
arm straight and finger pointed, being careful to cross the 
midline. Example: for the letter a, we would say “under, over, 
stop. Back around, up, down, release.” We would draw this 
letter in the air using our entire body and crossing the midline. 
(2) Then we move to an 8.5 x 11 “ paper where each student 
traces the letter with the index finger of his writing hand 3 
x, saying the verbal path as they do so. (3) After this, each 
student traces the letter with his pencil 3x, saying the verbal 
path. (4) The student moves to the second arrow on the page 
and “plans” the letter with the index finger of his writing hand 
by creating the letter with his finger on the blank side of the 
paper 3 x, again saying the verbal path. Finally, the student 
actually writes the cursive letter on the page, using the verbal 
path, being careful to make his letter as close to the original 
on the page as possible.  (Participant 15)

Although seven teachers explicitly stated that they provide 
time for students to practice handwriting, only three teachers 
indicated that this occurred on a daily basis.  One of these 
teachers specified that she “spent 5-10 minutes teaching 
cursive or print” during language arts instruction (Participant 
29).  Although not specified as a daily occurrence, one teacher 
in this study “required students to write in cursive most of the 
time” (Participant 8).  

 An important part of the instructional process 
involves assessment so that a teacher may evaluate their 
students’ performance.  Three teachers in this study specified 
assessment techniques that accompanied their handwriting 
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instruction.  Two of the teachers briefly described teacher-
directed assessment techniques:

I monitored their writing. I asked each child to circle their 
best representation of the practiced letter, so that I could see 
their best writing.  (Participant 14)

I assessed handwriting within the writing process.  
(Participant 20)

The third teacher who addressed assessment with 
handwriting described a self-assessment technique for 
students that incorporated technology:

. . . most recently I have used an app called “letter school” 
that will not let a student start the letter in an inefficient way 
. . . (Participant 11)

 Although the majority of teachers in this study 
addressed handwriting styles and/or instructional approaches 
in their responses, one teacher’s response revealed her 
unpreparedness to address handwriting instruction effectively:

I taught cursive. I am not really sure about methods or 
tools. We were given a practice book to prepare worksheets 
for the students to copy/practice writing.  (Participant 37)

Theme 3: Personal/professional perspective.  
Teachers in this study had mixed personal and professional 
perspectives regarding handwriting.  Twenty-two teachers 
expressed the importance of learning both manuscript and 
cursive handwriting, and seven teachers explicitly cited the 
importance of cursive handwriting instruction.  For example:

Cursive is easier and more intuitive to learn than 
manuscript.  (Participant 5)

. . . cursive handwriting appears more sophisticated and 
less primary than manuscript.  (Participant 24)

. . .  students in the upper grades really need to know 
how to write in cursive because it gives them a better writing 
fluency. On STAAR they only have four hours and I see some 
of them labor over their handwriting, shaking their hand....
etc.  (Participant 31)

. . . there are times that cursive is useful, signatures, 
reading older documents, taking notes and brainstorming.  
(Participant 37)

Conversely, ten teachers stated that the only concern 
with handwriting should be legibility.  Of these ten teachers, 
more than half of them felt strongly that cursive was “outdated” 
(Participant 1), “a thing of the past” (Participant 11), “a waste 
of time” (Participant 17), “archaic” (Participant 40), and 
“antiquated” (Participant 41).  One teacher stated that cursive 
“should be deleted from the state curriculum” (Participant 19)

.    

Theme 4: Current state of handwriting.  Within this 
theme, teachers also reported mixed perspectives with 
respect to the current state of handwriting among students.  
Nineteen teachers reported significant concerns: 

Pitiful.  I’m seeing all kinds of weird stuff. Most of it is 
henscratch.  (Participant 2)

Student handwriting is typically messy.  (Participant 3)

Our students are becoming so sloppy with writing that 
it is hard to read.  (Participant 14)

The bad habits are prevalent. Most start from the bottom 
and go to the top. Many circle backwards. I see more and 
more students writing letters and words backwards and from 
the wrong side of the page. Their handwriting is large and 
sloppy . . .  (Participant 27)

Poor . . . I see too often in classrooms that students do 
not know how to hold their pencils, their hands become tired, 
etc.  (Participant 31)

Two of these teachers distinguished that their concerns 
with the state of handwriting were among preservice teachers:

My college students who are going to be teachers have 
difficulty writing anything on the board that is really legible. 
It is troubling.  (Participant 14)

. . . a large number of my pre-service teacher are not able 
to read cursive or write in cursive.  (Participant 38)

Although 19 teachers expressed the most concern 
regarding the current state of handwriting, 21 teachers stated 
that handwriting instruction was “not taught” (Participant 2), 
“neglected” (Participant 1), or “needs more focus” (Participant 
1).  Furthermore, several teachers conjectured additional 
reasons that may explain this deficit, including:

• student’s attitudes and motivation:

As a college professor, I have deduced that students’ 
handwriting reflects the degree of engagement with the 
task. They seem to write particularly illegibly to let you 
know that they do not find the task meaningful, even if 
it’s a tiny, end-of-class comment.  (Participant 4)

Unfortunately, they see it as a workbook completion 
task that involves copying letters or words. Very few 
apply the skills in their own writing when this occurs.  
(Participant 12)

. . . students have a tendency to be lazy about 
handwriting.  (Participant 21)

. . . the attitude is that as long as I can read it then 
it is acceptable.  (Participant 27)

as to how well students write, it all depends on the 
intrinsic motivation of the individual.  (Participant 40)

• prevalence of technology:

There is a heavy reliance on technology for composing 
written text, almost to a point where technology is valued 
over handwriting.  (Participant 24)
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I believe technology has had a huge impact on the 
instruction of cursive handwriting.  (Participant 40)

Students’ use of a computer keyboard and the speed 
and accuracy of typing their responses has moved to the 
forefront for written communication.  (Participant 41)

• a correlation to academic performance:

I’ve noticed that many of my struggling learners often 
have extremely poor handwriting.  (Participant 24)

I found that with most students their handwriting matches 
their development reading level. My students who were 
below level academically usually had handwriting issues.  
(Participant 32)

• gender:

The girls typically have good handwriting, the boys are 
a little harder to read.  (Participant 17)

Girls tend to give more attention to handwriting than 
boys. Boys tend to quickly jot things down. None of this is 
new.  (Participant 40)

• high-stakes testing:

Due to high-stakes testing, cursive is not being 
taught and students are not being held accountable for it.  
(Participant 37)

• too many requirements with various forms of writing:

Because we are currently teaching kids all three forms 
of writing (manuscript, cursive, and keyboarding), none of 
them is getting enough attention.  (Participant 1)

• how handwriting has been assessed:

I am wondering if handwriting emphasis has diminished 
because so many teachers were deducting points for 
assignments when the writing was poor instead of grading 
the content.  (Participant 14)

• lack of preparation and support for preservice/practicing 
teachers:

There is little to no preparation in teacher education 
programs, and little to no support for classroom teachers to 
address handwriting with students in grades beyond 2nd 
grade.  (Participant 24)

Not all teachers viewed students’ current state of 
handwriting negatively, though.  Four teachers noted that 
they did not possess significant concerns, and they felt that 
the current state of handwriting was adequate:

Sometimes handwriting is messy - about 20% of the 
students - 80% of the students have acceptable handwriting.  
(Participant 19)

Improving, though often bubbly or oversized, sometimes 
dotting “i” with an open circle or not completing letters.  
(Participant 25)

Most are legible but most students can neither read nor 
write in cursive.  (Participant 36)

Using the scale from low, medium, to high, most of my 
students fall into the medium to high range. The only “low” 
handwriting skill students are the ones who are either left 
handed, or have low development of motor skills (with a 
combination of laziness).  (Participant 33)

Likewise, three teachers gave favorable reports regarding 
the state of handwriting among their students:

It seems that the teaching of handwriting has been 
resurrected.  (Participant 10)

Neat clear and well formed letters.  (Participant 18)

In my opinion handwriting is fine.  (Participant 20)

Discussion

For centuries, handwriting instruction has been a 
central component of American public education.  However, 
technological advancements within the digital age have 
established new literacies (Leu et al., 2004) and tools for 
communication, which has prompting schools to reevaluate 
and transform curriculum and instruction to emphasize 
development of 21st century knowledge and skills (McAdams, 
2013b; Saperstein Associates, 2012; Supon, 2009).  Thus, 
teachers’ attention to handwriting instruction has significantly 
decreased (Bennett, 2009, Berninger, 2011; Blazer, 2010; 
Puranik et al., 2014), preservice teachers have expressed 
a lack of confidence (McAdams, 2013a), and practicing 
teachers have voiced a sense of unpreparedness to address 
handwriting instruction adequately (Graham et al., 2014; 
Graham et al., 2007; Kiuhara et al., 2009).   

The original study sought to explore the current state 
of handwriting instruction among three experienced and 
practicing elementary teachers (Sharp & Brown, 2015).  
Analyses of data produced three interconnected themes 
(i.e., School Culture/Team Approach, Handwriting Pedagogy, 
Personal/Professional Perspective) and pointed to the need 
for a study with a larger number of teachers who have a 
wider variety of teaching experiences.  With this in mind, the 
present study was conducted to further textualize the current 
state of handwriting instruction among a larger number of 
professionally affiliated, currently certified, and practicing 
literacy teachers.  

The present study employed a cross-sectional survey 
research design that used quantitative and qualitative data 
analyses from survey responses submitted by 39 participants.  
Analyses of data revealed that participants shared a 
substantial number of years of varied teaching experiences 
cumulatively.  Participants’ teaching experiences spanned 
all levels of education and each level consisted of 16 or 
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more years of teaching experience.  Participants’ teaching 
experiences with handwriting instruction were also varied.  
Analyses of data also produced the following four themes: 
Goal of Handwriting Instruction, Handwriting Pedagogy, 
Personal/Professional Perspectives, and Current State of 
Handwriting.  Two of the themes that emerged in the present 
study (i.e., Handwriting Pedagogy, Personal/Professional 
Perspectives) were also present in the original study.

 In the theme Goal of Handwriting Instruction, the 
majority of teachers in the present study emphasized that 
legibility was the dominant goal during the teaching of 
handwriting.  Several teachers expressed their need to be 
able to read what their students write, as well as audiences 
beyond the teacher, and many studies have shown that less 
legible handwritten documents may be susceptible to harsher 
evaluations (e.g., Graham, Harris, & Hebert, 2011; Klein & 
Taub, 2005; Markham, 1976).  Teachers in the present study 
also conveyed that handwriting instruction should develop 
students’ efficiency and fluency with handwriting to foster 
“effective composition writing” (Participant 12) and the ability 
to “write fast and efficiently” (Participant 24) in situations 
that require note taking.  Previous studies have presented 
empirical findings that support correlations between efficient 
and fluent handwriting and improved content in composition 
writing (e.g., Berninger, 1999; Jones & Christensen, 1999; Yan 
et al., 2012).  Likewise, several studies have also reported 
significant and positive relationships between handwriting 
speed and note-taking (e.g., Peverly, Garner, & Vekaria, 2014; 
Peverly et al., 2013).  Wicki, Hurschler Lichtsteiner, Saxer 
Geiger, and Müller (2014) explained that handwriting fluency 
encompasses both speed and automaticity, which relieves 
“the amount of working memory available to concentrate 
on content” (McCarney, Peters, Jackson, Thomas, & Kirby, 
2013, p. 116).  Thus, findings in the present study align with 
Santangelo and Graham’s (2015) assertion that the teaching 
of handwriting enhances students’ legibility, fluency, and 
composition abilities.  McCarney et al. (2013) stressed that 
explicit handwriting instruction whose goal is to develop 
students’ legibility and fluency is especially beneficial for 
students who struggle with handwriting and may otherwise 
be unable to demonstrate their academic potential in other 
areas. 

 Similar to the original study, Handwriting Pedagogy 
also emerged as a theme in the present study, along with 
the same two corresponding subthemes: (a) knowledge of 
handwriting skills and (b) specific pedagogical techniques.  In 
order to teach handwriting, teachers must be knowledgeable 
of motor skills and non-motor processes associated with 
handwriting.   Motor skills include recognition by sight, 
uniformity of slant, letter and word spacing, uniformity of letter 
size and heights, alignment with letter placement, quality of 
line, position of writer and writing tools, and speed (Bell, 1969).  
While approximately half of the teachers in the present study 
referred to one or more of the motor skills associated with 
handwriting, the number of references to specific motor skills 
was low, particularly since the majority of reported teaching 
experiences were within grades at the Early Elementary level.  
Non-motor processes of handwriting are working memory, 
retrieving letter form from long-term memory, the planning 

of letters before execution, incoming sensory information 
(i.e., letter sight on paper, hand movement), and the ensuing 
orthographic loop that takes place within working memory 
(Berninger, 2012).  None of the teachers in the present study 
referred to any of the non-motor cognitive processes, and a 
couple of the teachers endorsed “individuality” and unique 
writing styles.  These findings raise two questions: Is there 
standardization for knowledge of handwriting skills among 
teachers?  Do teachers receive adequate preparation with 
handwriting skills in their respective teacher preparation 
programs?  Literature has suggested that the teaching of 
handwriting is a neglected area within teacher preparation 
coursework (e.g., Graham et al., 2007; Nelli, 1982; Sheffield, 
1996), which potentially impedes practicing teachers’ ability 
to develop students’ legibility and fluency with handwriting.  
Moreover, practicing teachers may encounter students who 
have special needs with handwriting and must be able to 
identify deficiencies and make appropriate adaptations 
(Datchuk, 2015).  

 The second subtheme within the theme of 
Handwriting Pedagogy entailed teachers’ application of 
specific pedagogical techniques during instruction.  A large 
number of teachers in the present study referenced specific 
writing styles (e.g., cursive, D’Nealian), handwriting curricula 
(e.g., Basic Language Skills approach, Handwriting without 
Tears®), and descriptions of several teaching strategies and 
methods.  Within this subtheme, teachers’ responses were 
much more explicit and detailed than within the previous 
subtheme of knowledge of handwriting skills.  In other 
words, teachers’ responses suggested that they were more 
knowledgeable of the how (i.e., handwriting pedagogical 
techniques) than the what (i.e., specific handwriting skills).  

 The third theme that emerged in the present study, 
Personal/Professional Perspective, was also a theme that 
presented itself in the original study.  The majority of teachers 
in the present study reported that learning both manuscript and 
cursive handwriting styles were important.  A smaller number 
of teachers indicated that legibility of handwriting should be 
the only consideration, and six teachers felt strongly that 
cursive handwriting was “outdated” (Participant 1) and “should 
be deleted from the state curriculum” (Participant 19).  It was 
surprising that the majority of teachers in the present study 
expressed support with continued handwriting instruction, 
especially since 21st century literacies have challenged 
the relevance of handwriting instruction.  With this in mind, 
recent studies have presented empirical evidence touting 
benefits associated with the integration technology during 
handwriting instruction among students who have handwriting 
deficits (e.g., Berninger, Nagy, Tanimoto, Thompson, & Abbott, 
2015; Palsbo & Hood-Szivek, 2012; Stevenson & Just, 2014).  
Technology may be a vehicle through which educators explore 
the transformation, rather than elimination, of handwriting 
instruction among all students.  

 The Current State of Handwriting was the final 
theme that surfaced in the present study.  A large number 
of teachers expressed significant concerns regarding the 
current state of students’ handwriting, and a larger number of 
teachers stated that handwriting instruction was “neglected” 
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(Participant 1).  Several teachers conjectured reasons that 
handwriting instruction was not being addressed, which is 
concerning since demonstrations of students’ learning is 
largely dependent upon handwritten products.  Handwriting 
possesses benefits that extend well beyond legibility, such 
as enhancement of the orthographic loop, letter perception, 
and serial organization (Berninger, 2012).  Moreover, previous 
studies have reported that when compared to typing and 
keyboarding, use of handwriting was linked to stronger 
academic performance (Berninger et al., 2009; Duran & 
Frederick, 2013; Mueller & Oppenheimer, 2014).  

Summary

 Overall, the present study corroborated two themes 
identified in the original study (i.e., Handwriting Pedagogy, 
Personal/Professional Perspectives) and presented two new 
themes (i.e., Goal of Handwriting Instruction, Current State of 
Handwriting).  The research design and data analyses used in 
the present study provided deeper insights regarding teachers’ 
perspectives toward handwriting instruction that are rooted 
in the reality of their teaching experiences.  Data analyses 
revealed that the majority of teachers in the present study 
were supportive of the continued teaching of handwriting.  
Findings also demonstrated a need for stronger teacher 
preparation and continued professional development with 
specific handwriting skills, and we recommend that additional 
research be conducted regarding the relationship between 
teachers’ knowledge of handwriting skills and their selection 
of specific pedagogical techniques during instruction.  
Finally, we propose that educators consider the possibilities 
afforded with technology and augment handwriting instruction 
accordingly to be a more relevant curricular component.  The 
act of handwriting carries benefits that extend well beyond 
legibility, and we are hopeful that educators will continue to 
rely upon evidence-based practices.
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perspectives in children’s books.  Take time to read the 
paragraphs in the pages of the Introduction of Dr. Brenna’s 
text under the heading:  Changing the World through Critical 
Literacy.  Dr. Brenna’s critical literacy suggestions throughout 
the book pose important information about the titles and 
potential selections for classroom use.  The Chapters include 
author portraits, with an author’s particular writing process 
and much more, including Dr. Brenna’s summary of the books 
written by the authors.  And, as I read the book, I found the 
Essential Questions created at a Chapter’s end, the perfect 
invitation to readers to participate in actions and activities 
to expand their knowledge about literature and about the 
selection of literature for classrooms.  

Dr. Brenna’s text offers an outstanding guide to 
contemporary titles/literature portraying characters with 
disabilities.  Her background and experience in fiction 
writing, special education and consultation are evident in her 
development of a useful text to meet the literature needs of 
diverse classrooms, classrooms which would not overlook 
exceptional children.  The text lists stories that ARE for 
every classroom, and features picture books, junior novels, 
intermediate novels, and young adult novels.  The Chapters 
contain annotated bibliographies which are especially useful 
recommendations.  Dr. Brenna also provides references for 
additional titles at the end of each Chapter.  

Dr. Beverley Brenna’s book presents educators with 
titles and resources to explore, read and use to showcase 
the importance of diversity.  I recommend adding this book 
to your professional must read list, and I extend appreciation 
to Dr. Brenna for taking this “Journey with Books Portraying 
Characters with Disabilities”.  

Reviewer

Terrence V. Stange, Ph.D., is a Professor at Marshall 
University, Graduate College, Reading Education, S 
Charleston, West Virginia, United States.  Dr. Stange earned 
his Ph.D. in Reading at The University of Oklahoma, Norman, 
Oklahoma.  He teaches both graduate foundation and 
advanced level graduate reading courses for Candidates 
pursuing a Master’s Degree or Certification in Reading 
Education.  Dr. Stange’s current research interests include 
listening comprehension, reading assessment, text level 
complexity, and children’s capacity and potential to progress.  
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Erratum
The following Appendix was inadvertently omitted from the article “Redefining Literacy and Instruction for Contemporary 
Classrooms: Reflections on Literacy Teacher Education and the Work of Dr. David Booth” by Dr. Susan E. Elliott-Johns.  

The article appeared in the Spring 2015 (Volume 37, No. 1) issue of The Reading Professor.

APPENDIX

A Resource List of Books by David Booth

Barrs, M., Barton, R., & Booth, D. (2012). This book is 
not about drama...it’s about new ways to inspire students. 
Markham, ON: Pembroke.

Barton, R., & Booth, D. (2004). Poetry goes to school: 
From Mother Goose to Shel Silverstein. Markham, ON: 
Pembroke.

Booth, D. (2000). Guiding the reading process. Markham, 
ON: Pembroke.

Booth, D. (2001). Reading and writing in the middle years. 
Markham, ON: Pembroke.

Booth, D. (2002). Even hockey players read! Markham, 
ON: Pembroke.

Booth, D. (Ed.). (2005). Boldprint kids (a series of 40 
anthologies for students, K to Grade 3). Oakville, ON: Rubicon.

Booth, D. (2005). Story drama (2nd ed.). Markham, ON: 
Pembroke.

Booth, D. (2006). Reading doesn’t matter anymore. 
Markham, ON: Pembroke.

Booth, D. (2008). It’s critical: Classroom strategies for 
promoting critical and creative comprehension. Markham, 
ON: Pembroke.

Booth, D. (2010). Whatever happened to language arts? 
Markham, ON: Pembroke.

Booth, D. (2011). Caught in the middle: Reading and 
writing in the transition years. Markham, ON: Pembroke.

Booth, D. (2013). I’ve got something to say! How student 
voices can inform our teaching. Markham, ON: Pembroke.

Booth, D. (2014). Exploding the reading: Building a world 
of responses from one small story. Markham, ON: Pembroke.

Booth, D. (2014). Voices into Action (an on-line 
educational program to combat anti-Semitism and all forms 
of intolerance). Canada: FAST—Fighting Anti-Semitism 
Together. www.voicesintoaction.ca

Booth, D., & Barton, R. (2001). Story works! Markham, 
ON: Pembroke.

Booth, D., Green, J., & Booth, J. (2005). I want to read! 
Oakville, ON: Rubicon.

Booth, D., & Hachiya, M. (2004). The arts go to school. 
Markham, ON: Pembroke.

Booth, D., & Lundy, K. (2007). In graphic detail. Oakville, 
ON: Rubicon.

Booth, D., & Moore, W. (2003). Poems please! Markham, 
ON: Pembroke.

Booth, D., & Rowsell, J. (2007). The literacy principal 
(2nd ed.). Markham, ON: Pembroke.

Booth, D., & Swartz, L. (2005). Literacy techniques. 
Markham, ON: Pembroke.

Booth, D., & Swartz, L. (2013). The bully, the bullied, the 
bystander, the brave. Markham, ON: Scholastic.

Gallagher, K., & Booth, D. (2003). How theatre educates: 
Convergences and counterpoints with artists, scholars and 
advocates. Toronto, ON: University of Toronto Press.

Peterson, S., Booth, D., & Jupiter, C. (Eds.). (2009). The 
place of children’s literature in the new literacies classroom. 
Winnipeg, MB: Portage and Main.
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