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Abstract 

The objective of this paper is to focus on adapting and preparing guided reading instruction for multicultural students between kindergarten and third grade.  Guided reading is an instructional practice used in balanced literacy programs in order to support students’ reading development (Calkins, 2001; Fountas & Pinnell, 1996; Opitz & Ford, 2001).  While guided reading is designed to help readers develop independent reading skills, I have personally worked with students challenged by the traditional practice and walked away wondering how we could improve the method.  The challenges I personally faced with guided reading relate specifically to non diverse reading materials, limited knowledge of student’s background, strict time constraints inherent to some guided reading models, and the inability for some learners to meet all lesson objectives.  I believe these challenges stem from the lack of cultural sensitivity exhibited in books and in instruction.  Because these challenges exist, additional support and adaptation to the traditional guided reading model are crucial for meeting the needs of diverse learners.  Improvement to guided reading for diverse learners would include: Adapting allotted time for guided reading sessions based on the individual, incorporating literature that is culturally meaningful to the readers, and building on the background and experiences of the students. These changes would greatly benefit the individual reader, creating a rich text that is meaningful to his or her life experiences, thus making the challenge of learning to read more catered to the individual. 


I believe instilling a passion for reading in children at an early age is crucial to their academic success. Thus, adapting guided reading with a meaningful text early on could potentially spark the passion in young learners. Learning to read is a challenge for all students, but becomes even more overwhelming when the young reader is unable to relate to the material and thus becomes detached from the context. My objective is to adapt the guided reading model to the individual learner, thus embracing multiculturalism and giving the students the tools necessary to become independent readers from the start, adapting the model when necessary to ensure the continued progress of the learner.

Introduction

Over the past three years my work with numerous multicultural students from kindergarten through third grade introduced me to issues with the current model for guided reading. My students showed me that their different backgrounds and experiences made it a necessity to differentiate instruction in order to make reading a meaningful experience.  By multicultural I am referring to those individuals who come from diverse backgrounds, different from the mainstream (for the purpose of this paper, the term mainstream refers to the middle-class “Anglo-American”), based on race, ethnicity, social class and/or culture (Au, 1993; Diamond & Moore, 1995).  Multicultural students have a lot to offer the classroom, including their diverse experiences and exposure to different social norms, but the classroom often falls short of offering alternative methods to embrace the multicultural student.  It is my belief, along with others, that many of the instructional practices we use today were developed without consideration for diverse populations, and continue to limit our instructional practices (Cummins, 1986; Avalos, Plasencia, Chavez, & Rascón, 2007; Diamond & Moore, 1995). Though many instructional tools and programs seem successful based on their uses in the mainstream classroom, we do not always succeed as teachers in building on and incorporating the backgrounds and experiences of our culturally diverse students, which may result in limiting student success in and outside of the classroom (Cummins, 1986; Au, 1993; Cazden, 1988; Kim & Turner, 2006). 

Having used guided reading instruction with numerous multicultural elementary school students, I am able to use these experiences as a reference in helping form more culturally responsive practices to guided reading instruction.  From these experiences, I attempted to help diverse learners develop more independent reading skills, but found myself using practices and resources that did not meet the needs of the experiences and backgrounds of these individuals.  At times, I found my instruction unsuccessful and students frustrated with their results. Because of these findings I realize more culturally responsive techniques are necessary in guided reading instruction. 

Since guided reading is an instructional practice typically used with early readers, the premise of the instruction is to provide guidance in a particular skill necessary to become an independent reader (e.g., demonstrating for an individual how to use contextual clues to decode an unknown word).  Traditionally, the guidance is led by the teacher and is done with a small group of individuals who would benefit from the same instruction in the presence of a useful text.  A common misconception with guided reading is a “one-size-fits-all” instructional approach, and this is where guided reading becomes problematic (Opitz & Ford, 2001; Mere, 2006; Diamond & Moore, 1995).  Research shows individuals are unable to identically learn information based on the fact that everyone has different experiences and understandings. Thus, it becomes even more problematic to follow one format for guided reading instruction (Alexander, 2006).  Naturally, if children enter the classroom with a variety of social and cultural experiences, then it is important to develop guided reading instruction to suit the individual learners (Cazden, 1988; Kim & Turner, 2006; Au, 1993).  However, where many, like myself, get into trouble is when they are exposed to use guided reading formats that specifically state how the sessions should be conducted and fail to highlight the cultural differences of the individuals involved. Because of the rising numbers of diverse student populations, it is imperative that I address this issue and attempt to develop a solution to the guided reading limitations (Au, 1993; Diamond & Moore, 1995; Au, 1993, p. 3).

As you read the literature on guided reading, it is not hard to find different opinions and descriptions of guided reading which can be highly problematic. Calkins (2001) describes guided reading as a 10 – 15 minute, small group meeting, where students of similar abilities are introduced to a challenging text and are required to read the entire text without stopping (p. 178).  Fountas and Pinnell (1996) describe guided reading a little differently in the sense that the book should have “a minimum of new things to learn” and does not specifically state how long a guided reading session should take place (p. 2).  Finally, Opitz and Ford (2001) describe guided reading as a time where students read independently, but are able to ask questions and receive assistance throughout the reading in order to promote meaning of the text (p. 3).  Though there are variations of the practice, I have uncovered an overall theme present in many of the descriptions, expressing that guided reading is a practice that aims toward developing independent reading skills and success. 

 In the end, the goal of guided reading instruction is for teachers to expose small groups of students to reading skills they may not already possess or may need to practice in order to become strong, independent readers (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996; Opitz & Ford, 2001, Calkins, 2001).  Overall, the most obvious gap I discovered in the model for guided reading is that the resources describing the practice present guided reading in a variety of ways.  While some resources describe the process very specifically, very few of the descriptions emphasize adapting the format to meet the needs and developments of the group.  For a novice teacher or novice guided reading instructor it is somewhat confusing and limiting to provide guided reading instruction without any mention of diverse learners or cultures. 

By discussing learners and learning, learning environment, curriculum and instructional strategies, and assessment, it is my hope that all levels of teachers (novice or accomplished) will be able to successfully use a guided reading format to help all children develop and practice strong independent reading skills. 

Learners and Learning

The focus on multicultural student populations includes those individuals who come from diverse backgrounds, different from the mainstream, based on race, ethnicity, social class and/or culture (Au, 1993; Diamond & Moore, 1995).  Overall, culturally responsive instruction is the main issue being argued for adapting guided reading instruction, which has been proven to benefit all students, regardless of their backgrounds (Alexander, 2006; Au, 1993; Cummins, 1986; Kim & Turner, 2006; Avalos, Plasencia, Chavez, & Rascón, 2007, Diamond & Moore, 1995; Cazden, 1988).


Each student enters the classroom with different backgrounds and experiences that are equally important to the learning process.  In a guided reading group there are typically three to five students (however, this number is not exact and should not limit the productivity of a guided reading group) who need teacher support on a common independent reading skill, or they are joined together based on an alternative common characteristic (e.g., they may share a passion for a particular genre).  Bringing a group of students together with cultural differences can benefit the group in the sense that individuals can easily learn from each other’s experiences and help elaborate on concepts unfamiliar to others.  However, in the event that all children in the guided reading group are unfamiliar with a concept it is up to the teacher to make connections which can be extremely difficult and time consuming based on the span of knowledge within the group.  Recent findings by García and Ortiz (2006) elaborate on the differences among cultures and how differences relate to learning in the classroom:

When educators understand that culture provides a context for the teaching and learning 
of all students, they recognize that differences between home and school cultures pose 
challenges for both teachers and students and that school improvement efforts must be 
focused on preventing these types of academic…difficulties. (p. 64). 
Because of findings such as García and Ortiz’s, it is important to focus on the individualized instruction of the guided reading process, and to ensure that the objectives of each lesson meet the needs of the individual learners. 

In my personal experiences with guided reading, I found myself making assumptions about my students, and using that information to select what I felt was appropriate text.  By presenting a particular text to a group, I faced issues with content knowledge and personal experiences that would typically help a reader make sense of a text.  Because of these limitations, the time restraints (or the restraints I thought were part of guided reading) were not met, and I found myself adapting the students to the guided reading as opposed to adapting the guided reading to the students.  For example, it would provide a great disservice to students if teachers assumed that all children shared common experiences such as going to the playground, riding a bike, or dressing up for Halloween.  To many of us, including myself, it is difficult to see past our own culture, and realize that something as “common” as dressing up for Halloween is not always accessible to every child.  Because cultural experiences play a role in guided reading, if a child does not participate in Halloween festivities, and they are presented with a guided reading text about Halloween, it would become more difficult to use this text to supplement their learning. Thus, it is extremely important in guided reading to know each student and to base the instruction not only on their strengths and weaknesses, but on material that will truly supplement the learning process. 

Because of the cultural differences among teachers and students, it is important for culturally responsive classrooms to use the diversity in the classroom to better instruction.  When it comes to guided reading, it is important for the books to be challenging, but children should also be able to find success in the books they read (Avalos et al., 2007).  McGee and Richgels’ (2000) research shows that a child’s experiences broaden their schemas and provide greater background knowledge for their literacy experiences, so the reading resources we choose for guided reading should build upon current knowledge. 

While in traditional guided reading fashion it is important to instruct small groups of readers based on common strengths and weaknesses in order to develop independent reading skills, we should also focus on what each individual brings to the group and build upon these positive aspects of the reading process (Richard-Amato & Snow, 1992). By establishing small groups where students are able to work on similar strategies, students are able to learn from each other and develop the skills needed to establish stronger independent reading skills (Avalos et al., 2007; Opitz and Ford, 2001). 
Learning Environment

All classrooms, including those with multicultural students, should be an environment where the instructor and students emphasize and value each other’s cultural capital (Diamond & Moore, 1995).  Where some teachers fall short in guided reading instruction is in creating an atmosphere that is accepting and understanding of cultural differences through instruction and reading materials.  The classroom environments where our children learn to read should provide meaningful experiences that build upon the unique cultures and support the differences among students (Kim & Turner, 2006, p. 220).  According to Kim and Turner (2006) there are two issues that closely relate to establishing culturally responsive learning environments in the classroom and should be addressed in order to promote cultural acceptance in the classroom: 

First, teachers encounter problems creating literacy communities when they cannot foster 
positive relationships with and among students who do not share similar cultural and 
linguistic knowledge…. Second, teachers may have difficulties building literacy 
communities because they themselves have never experienced learning within these types 
of classroom environments. (p. 221)
It is not uncommon to find yourself challenged by simply the lack of knowledge for other people’s cultures.  In a classroom where a teacher is able to identify and embrace a student’s cultural capital they are able to build upon a child’s familial and community experiences thus bridging the gap between the personal and academic life and emphasizing individual worth (Diamond & Moore, 1995; Avalos et al., 2007; Kim and Turner, 2006; Richard-Amato & Snow, 1992).  Wyman’s (1993) research shows the relationships established between teacher and student that are welcoming and accepting of cultural differences promote greater student achievement and students are more likely to participate within the classroom environment (p. 22).  For those teachers who continue to have difficulty relating to others, it is crucial to establish a stronger relationship with students, expressing interest and acceptance for each other’s differences in order to establish a more culturally responsive and accepting literacy community.


Not only should classrooms that use guided reading as an instructional practice establish a culturally responsive learning environment, but they should promote general literacy development and learning within the environment.  Modeling meaningful and successful independent reading practices throughout the daily routine demonstrates to children the value in becoming an independent reader and encourages success (Calkins, 2001; Suits, 2003).  In many instances where independent reading is not part of the daily routine, children are only exposed to the concept during guided practice and are unable to take strong ownership of the practice. 

In order to model good reading practices, it is important for a classroom to have strong, culturally diverse libraries where students are able to relate to the literature.  One problem I encountered in my with guided reading groups is the limited selection of guided reading materials available.  Many of the books I encountered are a product of low budget funding toward reading education, and are thus insufficient to meet the needs of all students.  The literature in the classroom should represent the diversity within the classroom and greater community in order to promote the accepting values and beliefs of the school community (Wyman, 1993).  One suggestion made by Opitz and Ford (2001) is to not limit guided reading materials to books.  Children can equally benefit from using poems or magazines to support their independent reading needs while relating to the content of the material.  With guided reading materials, it is also important to use caution when selecting texts based on alpha-numeric leveling in order to properly match texts to students that are meaningful and not simply match their objective level. 
Curriculum and Instructional Strategies

Culturally responsive teaching practices should exist throughout the curriculum, especially within literacy instruction, and build upon the individual students.  “Culturally and linguistically diverse learners are better served by curricula and instruction that build on their prior sociocultural and linguistic knowledge and experiences” (García and Ortiz, 2006, p. 65). Though the goal of guided reading is to provide individualized yet group instruction for students in the area of reading, the objective is not always met due to the diversity among reading groups coupled with unanticipated challenges.  In order to develop curriculum that meets the needs of all learners, it is important to constantly change the curriculum based on the individual learners and their abilities, and apply those changes to areas such as guided reading instruction. 

In order for students to benefit from the guided reading instruction, the instruction and information must fall within the student’s zone of proximal development in order for the student to properly make sense and use of the information (Vygotsky, 1978; García and Ortiz, 2006; McGee & Richgels, 2000).  By zone of proximal development I am referring to “the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development through problem solving under adult guidance or collaboration with  more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86).  With the proper guided reading preparation and assessments, teachers are better able to meet the needs of the students and develop a more individualized curriculum that meets the criteria for the academic standards. 

Teacher quality and instructional quality is a major factor in student achievement (Kozol, 1991; Alexander, 2006).  A quality teacher should possess the ability to differentiate and individualize curriculum and instruction, build strong relationships with their students based on the students’ experiences, and execute tasks and instruction that align with the objectives and standards of the curriculum.  Since the curriculum in a classroom should represent the mission and vision of the school, along with the acceptance of multiculturalism, it is important for teachers to continually evaluate the curriculum in regards to each group of learners and determine whether or not the students’ needs are being met (Wyman, 1993; Richard-Amato & Snow, 1992).  Culturally responsive teaching practices should be consistent, thus appearing throughout the entire curriculum.  Not only does multicultural literacy instruction greatly assist diverse learners in supporting their backgrounds, but it also benefits students of the dominant Anglo culture by exposing them to different cultural experiences than their own (Diamond & Moore, 1995). 

As mentioned before, another key instructional strategy for working with guided reading is to provide appropriate text to match the curriculum.  According to Opitz and Ford (2001):


All children need books that represent their cultural heritage. In this way they can have 
characters with whom to identify. Multicultural literature also provides children with 
opportunities to learn about the similarities among and differences among people and to 
consider different points of view. ( p. 43)
 Meaningful text choice is a key component to guided reading practices and must be implemented into the curriculum to create an instructional and learning environment that is conducive to individual understanding (Opitz & Ford, 2001; Suits, 2003; Avalos et al., 2007).


Once children are able to find joy in reading, it is more likely that they will become independent, life-long readers.  In order to find joy in reading, guided reading instructors must ensure that children are reading for meaning and that they are providing the children with the proper resources to make sense of the text.  For example, some skills that guided reading instructors can model are the use of picture clues to decode unknown words and meaning, referring to background knowledge (we must know our students in order to assure that they have the proper background for the text), and rereading in order to make sense of the reading material (Optiz and Ford, 2001). 

The constant battle between breadth and depth of material to cover within the curriculum appears in guided reading instruction. In some cases, teachers find that students are struggling with multiple aspects of the independent reading process, and may attempt to address these concerns in one sitting.  The goal of guided reading instruction should not be quantity, but quality, and should not be constrained by time.  By narrowing down the focus of guided reading sessions, and developing a session objective that aligns with the individual students and academic standards, we are better able to meet the needs of diverse learners.  In the end, “It is not the amount of guided reading that will make readers, but the quality of the reading instruction that gives students the support they need to continue to read and understand the literate world….” (Mere, 2006).
Assessment

Guided reading assessments should come in a variety of forms and should be an ongoing process (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996; Wyman, 1993).  Most individuals view assessment as an end product, but assessments should constantly occur and change how and what we teach in guided reading.  It is imperative for assessments to take into account what students already know, and use that information to properly evaluate assessment results.  As with all assessments, evaluation should be based on a variety of products and standards, and use both student strengths and weaknesses to determine future learning experiences and instruction (Opitz & Ford, 2001).


One of the most important aspects of assessments is that they are aligned with the objectives and standards for guided reading. In order to align assessments, it is important to evaluate lesson objectives with learning goals and instructional activities.  Assessments can be informal such as observing students while they read independently or chorally with the class. In addition, assessments should occur formally through miscue analysis or running records (Opitz & Ford, 2001).  In order to properly assess formal assessments such as running records and miscues, we must not only evaluate the numbers, but analyze the deeper results to grasp meaning and understandings (Opitz & Ford, 2001). Often times with formal assessments like a miscue analysis, a child’s accuracy rate is lowered even when they make continual mistakes that keep the semantic and/or syntactic structure of the sentence. Because mistakes of this nature are not uncommon, they emphasize the importance of evaluating the results within context. 


Assessments are not only useful in tracking student progress, but they can be used to evaluate teaching instruction.  Through evaluating instruction, teachers are better able to meet the needs of the students and adapt their techniques to meet the needs of individual, diverse learners. Teacher assessments can range from formal evaluations conducted by others or personal reflections that assist in evaluating instruction. Student evaluations of the instructor are also important in determining what areas may need additional focus. 
Implications

As our classrooms continue to grow in size and representative cultures, it is crucially important for teachers to adapt and individualize instruction.  As a soon-to-be novice classroom teacher, I intend to continue my understanding of the all-encompassing classroom environment in order to meet the needs of all students.  Since my personal goal is to work in predominantly multicultural schools, getting guided reading right for multicultural students will support my everyday accomplishments and challenges as a classroom and reading teacher. Individualizing instruction for diverse learners may be a rather new phenomenon in the world of teaching, but it is one that I believe will continue to change the world of education as we know it.

After reviewing the research and referring to my personal experiences, I am better able to grasp the benefits of culturally responsive teaching, and make connections to my practice. However, as our classrooms continue to grow, and our communities become more diverse, there will come a time when we must overhaul the entire curriculum in order to represent our multicultural student populations. 

Conclusion

By no means am I implying that all multicultural students are poor readers and lack success in guided reading.  However, I do not want to overlook my personal experiences with guided reading and my wish to support the strengths of diverse learners.  Because of this, it is my belief that we need to make a greater attempt as a community to embrace all cultures and represent them at a young age in our classrooms and greater community.  We need to supplement guided reading libraries with culturally rich materials in order to encourage and support children in their reading endeavors. Along with developing more diverse libraries, we need to individualize guided reading instruction for each group and individual to ensure that their independent reading skills are being mastered. 

My goal as an educator is to promote culturally responsive instruction to all children. 

Along with Opitz and Ford (2006), I believe that “there is more than one way to implement guided reading,” but in implementing we must take into account the cultures and experiences of our students in order to ensure the most supportive and productive learning and instruction for guided reading (p. 14).  In the end, it is the job of the teacher to adapt the guided reading to the reader, and not the reader to the guided reading.  
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