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Preface

Content Reading Instruction: A Communication Approach is designed for courses in
teacher education variously labeled Content Area Reading or Secondary Reading. Its
purpose is to help you teach your students to read and communicate more effectively
in whatever subject area you happen to be teaching. To accomplish this goal, I have
produced a text with the following characteristics.

CONTENT COVERAGE

Because students from so-called nonprint subjects such as art, music, physical education,
and industrial arts face many of the same problems of comprehension, motivation, and
limited knowledge as students from the print-dominated subjects, this text covers all
the content areas. By showing how reading strategies can be integrated with other
language modes (listening, speaking, writing, and observing), it is possible to improve
comprehension in any subject area. This attention to both print and nonprint subjects
is what most distinguishes this text and has led me to title it a communication approach.

INSTRUCTIONAL EMPHASIS

The word “instruction” appears in the title to highlight the emphasis on what teachers
think and do to help students become more literate. Each of the instruction-oriented
chapters (5-11), which are the heart of the book, has a common format: setting goals,
planning for instruction, and teaching a lesson. They not only describe specific teaching
strategies, but also develop students” sense of how, when, and where to adapt thesc
strategies to various contexts and subject areas.

PEDAGOGICAL FEATURES

An abundance of subject-specific examples, including sample dialogues, have been
scattered throughout the book. In addition, cases illustrating instructional decision-
making are provided toward the end of each of the teaching chapters (6-11 and 13).
All of these examples, dialogues, and cases have been gathered or created in collabo-
ration with real content area teachers. Finally, chapter-opening objectives, rationales,
and concept maps are provided so that readers can quickly sense both the direction and
justification for studying the information presented.
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Section |

Introduction

Section 1 contains a single chapter introducing you to the goals for a communication
approach to content reading instruction. At the end of this section, you should be
able to understand the purposes and themes that appear throughout the book and
be able to answer questions such as:

1. What is content reading?
2. What is a communication approach to content reading?

3. What kinds of instruction make up a communication approach to content read-
ing?



Joel Gordon

“No longer will it be sufficient to teach some facts of geography, a little algebra, or
the mechanics of language. The school subjects will become means for learnings that
transcend them.”

From |. Goodlad (1984). A place called school (p. 244). New York: McGraw-
Hill.



1

Content Reading and Communication

CHAPTER OBJECTIVES
After reading this chapter, you should be able to:

1. Understand the goals for instruction for helping students learn effec-
tively from their reading.

2. Explain what it means to take a communication approach to content
reading instruction.

RATIONALE

For many years, news about students and reading has not been good. Students leave
school without knowing how to perform simple reading tasks: many cannot scan a phone
book to find emergency numbers or read an employment application. Equally disturbing
are recent declines among all students in the ability to understand whole passages of
text (Applebee, Langer, & Mullis, 1988; National Assessment of Educational Progress
[NAEP], 1986). Solutions to the crisis in literacy are no longer restricted to teaching
basic reading skills and using remedial readers. All students require instruction in
reading. Without the ability to use reading to engage in a variety of ways of thinking,
our students will be incapable of communicating and surviving in our print-based society.

Too often, responsibility for solving these problems is placed solely on elementary
and remedial reading programs. Elementary reading programs (programs designed to
teach beginning readers) are sometimes expected to teach students everything they
should ever need to know about reading by the time they enter the middle school level.
This expectation is unrealistic because the reading and communication needs of students
change dramatically as they progress through school and eventually into the outside
world. The reading curriculum for most elementary students focuses mostly on learning-
to-read strategies (such as pronouncing words or comprehending paragraphs and sto-
ries). Learning-to-read strategies offer students a broad foundation for learning, but not
the specific kinds of strategies that are necessary for reading in subjects like mathematics,
science, English, social studies, vocational education, or music. For example, some
students experience increasing difficulty with reading in the upper grades as the reading
demands become more complex and specialized.

Students who are unsuccessful with reading are often placed in remedial reading
programs (programs designed to help problem readers improve). Remedial instruction



CHAPTER ORGANIZER

An organizer is a visual way of thinking about a set of concepts and ideas. It is a device—
a study technique—designed to help people remember. A chapter organizer is provided
for each of the chapters in this book. Each chapter organizer represents one of many
ways of organizing important concepts.

You can use the organizer as it is presented or you can create your own. If you
decide to use the organizer, either write notes directly on the organizer or make a copy
of it. As you read, watch for terms on the organizer. Jot down a few words or phrases
that will help you understand, explain, and remember. To create your own organizer,
make a list of important words and phrases (headings and italicized words are important).
Then organize the words and phrases in ways that make sense. When studying, review
not only the meanings but also the relationships among the words and phrases.

Content reading and communication

Goals of A communication Content reading
content reading approach instruction
Content Process Motivation Communication Integrating What teachers
with self and the language and students
others arts do together

typically focuses on the learning-to-read strategies students have not yet acquired (Al-
lington & Johnston, 1989). To expect remedial programs to give students all they need
to know about reading is also unrealistic. While some students in remedial reading
programs could profit from revisiting what they did not learn, they still must learn to
adapt to new and more challenging subject-matter concepts.

Content reading is a field in education devoted to helping students acquire specific
strategies for reading in various subject areas, termed reading-to-learn strategies. Read-
ing-to-learn strategies (involved in such activities as mathematical problem-solving or
using a manual to set up a machine) provide ways for thinking and communicating in
different subjects (Singer & Donlan, 1980). These strategies help students continuously
increase their knowledge, update their skills, and improve communication with the
world around them.



CONTENT READING AND COMMUNICATION

Teachers at all levels—elementary, middle, and high school—have a stake in fo-
cusing on content reading. Reading plays a significant, supportive role in developing
deep, subject-matter understanding. For example, students concentrating on a debate
in an English class need assistance in figuring out what information is important from
a variety of written sources. Students exploring ecosystems in science require help in
separating their misconceptions from scientific theory as they read, observe, and reflect.
Students in a choral music class often need help in integrating musical scores and
symbols with the finer points of musical performance. In each of these situations,
opportunities abound for showing students how to use reading to gain information or
to communicate with others about what they know.

It is not necessarily automatic or easy to integrate subject-matter teaching with
opportunities for teaching students about reading-to-learn. Inevitably, teachers are faced
with difficult decisions about textbooks, students, and instruction. This book has been
written to assist teachcers with many of these decisions and to support teachers across
the curriculum as they help students engage in more effective content reading and
communication.

5

THE GOALS OF CONTENT READING

Content reading has three important goals for students: (1) understanding essential
content, (2) learning how to read-to-learn, and (3) developing motivation for lifelong
reading. Each goal is described below.

Understanding Essential Content

Content reading gets part of its name from the first priority of subject-matter teachers:
to teach content. Simply defined, content is that which teachers want students to un-
derstand. Every subject (or content area) has its own content or defining sets of facts,
concepts, and principles. For example, as students go through the school day, they gain
familiarity with the past (social studies, history), learn how to use complex symbols to
solve problems (mathematics), and discover new ways to express themselves (writing,
music, and art). Content is neither static nor solid. The content of a subject grows and/
or changes continuously through the discourse or conversations of larger communities
in and outside of school.

The ongoing challenge to schools is to ensure that students are well-prepared to
actively join a continuously changing world. To do this, teachers need to help students
understand not only the traditional content of a subject but also ways in which the
content evolves. This is a kind of “deep” content understanding that prepares students
to take part in the real-world conversations that contribute to serious thinking in various
subjects.

Students are not always afforded classroom experiences that result in a sufficient
depth of content knowledge. In an eighth-grade science class, I once observed two
students as they were busily completing a laboratory exercise that consisted of pouring
acids on different types of metals. Questions in a lab book focused on observations



