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Put Guided Reading in Perspective
Guided reading is out of control in many educational settings; instead of being an 
effective and temporary means to developing independent readers, it has often 
become the end goal for teaching reading. Many teachers ask, “How can I fit in all 
my guided-reading groups today?” before considering “What are the most important 
actions I can take today to move these students forward as readers?” and “How can 
I provide students uninterrupted time to read?” Equally troublesome, too often 
teachers assume most of the responsibility for doing “the work” so students fail to 
acquire the strategies and competence they need to successfully read on their own. 
So it’s important we’re clear on the realities and goals of guided reading.

Guided reading is most often defined as meeting with a small group of students at a 
similar reading level and supporting them through a manageable text. Group makeup 
is said to be fluid and flexible, but the reality is often quite different. Many students 
remain in their same ability groups all school year.42 As well, structures such as “walk 
to reading”—in which elementary students leave their home classroom and teacher 
each day to be taught reading in another classroom with students at similar levels—
are still flourishing. The research on ability grouping is unequivocal: results for both 
low-performing groups and advanced students do not justify the practice, with the 
impact on minority students—who are more likely to be placed in low-ability groups 
and classes—being especially detrimental.43 Even when guided reading is done well, 
we have to be diligent in not making it the main reading event. Always, we must put 
the reader before the teaching of reading; that is, have a mind-set that we are teaching 
readers, not just guided reading.

In guided reading, the student is in charge and doing most of the reading work. The 
handover of responsibility has already occurred (see OLM chart, page 138). The 
teacher is checking to ensure the student can read the guided-reading text with at 
least 95 to 98 percent accuracy and with fluency and understanding. The teacher’s 
role is “guide on the side”—nudging, scaffolding, prompting, encouraging, and 
explicitly teaching as necessary—so that when the student is reading on his own, 
which is well over 90 percent of the time, he can self-teach. That is, he knows, for 
example, how and when to problem-solve, self-monitor, self-question and reread, 
figure out vocabulary, determine the most important ideas, access useful resources, 
and interactively apply those strategies to understand the text.

Using the definition just presented, guided reading expands to encompass, for 
example, a one-on-one reading conference, a small group of students tasked with 
collaboratively reading and responding to a news article, or a literature discussion. 
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What is key is that students are expected to do the majority of the thinking and 
strategizing in this guided practice, learning stage. Then, during independent reading 
time—when students are expected to successfully read and comprehend on their 
own—they are well prepared for sustained, deliberate practice, acting as self-directed 
readers who effectively problem-solve, apply, learn, and extend what we have been 
teaching.

   Take Action

 ® Self-assess the incorporation of guided reading.

 ◉ Does our guided-reading time mostly involve actual reading of 
high-quality texts?

 ◉ Do selected texts include sufficient emphasis on nonfiction?

 ◉ Are we personally checking that a book’s designated level is 
accurate and appropriate for this particular group?

 ◉ Are students able to read at least 95 percent of the words on 
their own so they can focus on meaning?

 ◉ Are the texts we are using well written, well organized, 
culturally relevant, and engaging for our students?

 ◉ Are most of the vocabulary and information in the texts 
comprehensible for our students?

 ◉ Once students can read (usually by the middle to end of first 
grade), is most of the reading silent? 

 ◉ Are we connecting skills and strategy teaching and application 
to the act of independent reading?

 ◉ Are students doing most of the reading work during guided 
reading?

 ◉ Does the guided-reading group last between ten and twenty 
minutes?

 ◉ Do most follow-up activities involve more reading?
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If you answered “no” to any of the above, reconsider how you teach guided reading. 
Think of guided reading as the guided-practice phase of the Optimal Learning 
Model (see page 138), and remember to focus on whole-part-whole teaching. If we 
are teaching discrete skills in isolation, we are probably making reading harder for 
students.

 ® Be picky about the process for choosing books and other texts. Among 
other factors, consider language usage, vocabulary, background needed for 
understanding, length, format, and layout—for example, picture book or nonfiction 
text with infographics. Consider also genre demands, text complexity, relevance, 
authenticity, and interest level. Try to have at least two selections available, so if 
one turns out not to work with a particular student or group of students we have an 
alternative ready to go. As already noted, do not overrely on designated levels (see 
pages 209–210). With emerging readers, English language learners, or students 
who struggle, we may need to write some of these texts with our students in order 
to fully engage them and ensure successful reading outcomes.

 ® Be cautious about teaching skills in isolation, which is inefficient and ineffective 
for raising readers. As an example, many students who are drilled at the word and 
sentence level never do become fluent readers. They often don’t understand or 
care why fluency matters, and they don’t apply the skills-in-isolation training to 
the whole process of reading. Seek to apply whole-part-whole teaching. (See pages 
271–275 for rationale, research, and ideas.)

 ® Don’t get caught up in a book-leveling frenzy. Leveling is not a proven scientific 
process; it is, in fact, a subjective, complex act that requires professional judgment. 
Keep in mind that “instructional levels are not the same as instructional needs.”44 
Although assigning books levels can be useful for guided-reading instruction and 
students not yet able to independently select books they understand, do organize 
classroom libraries—with students—by authors, categories, and subjects. Just as 
they would in the public library, allow students to choose.

 ◉ Does our management system for what the rest of the class is 
doing result in students becoming better readers? How do we 
know?

 ◉ Are we prioritizing comprehension and self-monitoring 
during independent reading—that is, using guided reading as 
a supportive means to that end?
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 ® Do not overrely on core reading programs. The most comprehensive analysis of 
the major core reading programs conclusively shows, among other findings, that 
such programs do not adequately teach comprehension, teach too many skills and 
strategies, move too quickly from one skill or strategy to the next without sufficient 
practice time, and disadvantage readers who struggle by expecting them to read 
texts that are too difficult.45 Therefore, it becomes a necessity for us teachers to fill 
in the holes and know how to teach reading comprehension in depth.

 ® Ensure that time for carefully monitored, sustained reading practice is a daily 
priority. Guided-reading groups often go on too long, often lasting for about thirty 
minutes, which means there will be scant time left for actual reading. As well, 
sustained reading time is often the first activity to go in the language arts block 
when we run out of time. Consider scheduling that precious independent reading 
time first.

 ® Increase the number of opportunities and amount of time students have to 
read, respond, and participate in productive conversations about the texts 
they are reading. Encourage partner reading and small-group discussion.

 ® Limit oral reading for older readers. Although oral fluency is a good predictor 
of reading comprehension for young readers, it is not a valid predictor of 
comprehension for older readers. Research has shown that “reading texts at high 
levels of oral reading accuracy is more important for beginning readers than for 
older and more accomplished readers.”46

 ® Consider having students write brief responses to a comprehension question. 
Ask vital questions, such as “How was the problem solved?” or “What’s the most 
important thing we’ve learned so far about _____?” or “What evidence does the 
author cite to back up _____?” Using small notebooks for this purpose works 
well. Having students record brief responses as a comprehension check is also 
important when we assign further reading, because once we ask a comprehension 
question orally in a group and one student responds, we don’t know if the others 
“got it.”

 ® Reexamine management practices during guided reading. Be sure that the 
management of what the other students are doing while we’re with groups is not the 
main emphasis, overtaking our planning and teaching time as well as our reading 
priorities. Managing the management must be easily workable and worthwhile for 
our students and us. Too often, especially for readers who struggle, workstations 
or seatwork waste students’ precious learning/practicing time with unproductive 
activities.47
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 ® Assess the learning. Whatever activity our students are doing while we’re with a 
group, we must have a way to evaluate their learning. It is not enough that students 
are working on-task; we must know if and what they are learning and ensure 
they’re engaged in worthwhile tasks and activities, not “busy work.”

Rely on One-on-One Reading Conferences
Put the reader before the reading. I’ll never forget Maria. I wasn’t supposed to have a 
reading conference with her. In fact, I wasn’t really supposed to “see” her at all. She 
was a fourth grader in a high-poverty school, an English language learner who was 
still struggling with decoding and was reading on a first-grade level. Responsibility 
for her instruction had been mostly handed over to a literacy specialist who took her 
out of the classroom during language arts time for thirty minutes each day. In my 
residency work in schools, I insist that all students be present, so, because of that 
requirement, Maria was there for the entire morning. When I asked the students 
in her classroom “How many of you are fake readers?” Maria’s hand was the only 
one that went up. “Maria,” I told her, “because you’re the only one who is courageous 
enough to tell the truth, you’re the first person I’m going to have a reading conference 
with.”

During that one-on-one conference, I was flabbergasted to realize that she could 
barely read. She had been in that school for several years, and in spite of caring 
teachers and the fact that she had been sitting with books every day for sustained 
periods of time during independent reading, she couldn’t read anything but the very 
simplest text. Here is a crucial point: deliberate practice without effective teaching 
and coaching doesn’t guarantee growth. In fact, students can stay stuck for years 
without much improvement.

After just one reading conference, Maria began to make huge gains. The things 
that propelled those gains were being honest with her, noticing and naming her 
strengths first, pinpointing her most pressing needs, setting immediate short-term 
and long-range goals, treating her as a reader, and providing the explicit instruction 
she needed. In Maria’s case, that instruction centered on decoding and word-solving 
skills with applied practice reading engaging books. Her listening comprehension in 
our whole-class read-aloud and discussion, along with her ability to infer meaning 
from the little she could read, indicated good comprehension. After that conference 
and with renewed support from her teachers and the school and continuing support 
from her mother, she began to make rapid progress. Her whole demeanor and outlook 
changed. She—and her teachers—finally saw her first as a developing reader rather 


