CRACK THE CASE, authored by Dr. Nancy DeFrates-Densch, Northern Illinois University 

Reading Diversity

Ms. Williams is a new first-grade teacher at Carter Elementary School. At the beginning of the school year, she spends time getting to know her students, their strengths, their likes and dislikes, and how they learn. She is amazed at the range in reading readiness. Some students are just beginning to recognize letters, others are reading at the third-grade level or beyond, while the rest fall somewhere between. 

“How am I ever going to ensure that all my students learn this year,” she wonders. “I can’t very well throw these students who don’t know their letters into the first-grade reading curriculum. They’d be lost. On the other hand, these other students are already reading chapter books. They’d be bored by the basal reader I have.” 

Ms. Williams decides to ask Ms. Peters and Mr. Sinclair, the other first-grade teachers, how they deal with this kind of diversity.  Ms. Peters tells Ms. Williams, “Oh, don’t worry about it. Use the basal reader. The ones who are behind will catch up with a little extra tutoring.” 

“What about the students who can already read?” asks Ms. Williams.

“Don’t worry. It’s first grade. They’ll behave,” responds Ms. Peters.

“But will they learn anything?” asks Ms. Willams.

“Who knows? They’ll do fine on the state tests, and that’s what you need to worry about,” replies Ms. Peters.

Mr. Sinclair has other ideas. “Here’s what I do. I give my students frequent reading assessments. Then I group them according to their current achievement level. I keep the groups small, so that I can read with them and they all have ample opportunity to read aloud to me. I usually have five or six groups of four to five students each. The groups may or may not be reading the same material. Usually, they read about the same things, such as animals, but I generally have three different books for them to read. The highest-achieving group will have a book that is above grade level, the middle groups at grade level, and the lowest-achieving group will have a very basic book that emphasizes the relationship between letters and their sounds—at least at the beginning of the year.”

“You use tracking?!” exclaims Ms. Williams. “In first grade!?”

“No, it’s not tracking. Tracking implies that students are stuck in a group. I like to call these instructional skill groups. Remember that some of these kids have had minimal exposure to print material before this. Because of that they may be behind the others. That doesn’t mean they won’t catch up, and some of them will catch up fast. Others will need more help. It wouldn’t be fair to anybody if I had all my students reading the same thing, when they have such diversity in terms of readiness, would it?”

“I guess not. I never really thought about it like that before. What do you do when students improve or when groups catch up to one another?”

“It happens all the time. Like I said before, I give very frequent assessments. When students improve, the groups change. I just try to make sure that the kids are challenged but not frustrated by what they’re doing.”

“I’ll have to give this some serious thought,” replies Ms. Williams.

1. What are the issues in this case?

2. What do you think of Mr. Sinclair’s “instructional skills groups” for reading? Why?

3. In what ways does his method differ from tracking?

4. Would such instructional skills groups be appropriate for other content areas? Why or why not?
