Presenters: Drs. Sturtevant and Brozo, 4 October 2005

Response Group: Schudmak to Zarkauskas
While five questions were posted, one question was not addressed.  Responses fell into two general categories: educator involvement in international projects and explaining/reversing declining reading scores. 
1. Why should educators get involved in international projects? 

2. How can international work inform our practice?  Another way of asking the same thing is what can educators learn from international neighbors? 

3. Data indicate that the U.S. and 9 of the other 14 countries participating in both Programs for International Student Assessment (PISA) for 15-year-olds and Programs in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) for 4th graders demonstrate a decline in country ranking from PIRLS to PISA.  In your own experience, what would explain this decline?  What could be done in your discipline to reverse this trend?  
4. Data collected by PISA and PIRLS indicate that poor readers from low socioeconomic status (SES) backgrounds can match the reading performance of students from higher SES backgrounds if they are instructed with reading materials that engage their interests. If this is true, what recommendations would you make on the policy and/or practice level to foster and sustain engagement in reading literacy activity in academic settings for at risk students?  
5. Some data from the PISA and PIRLS studies rely on self-reporting. What self-reporting questions about your discipline would you ask students to elicit information on their habits, attitudes, practices, and anything else that is significant? What do you need to know?  What questions asked of students would provide you with that information?
Educator Involvement in International Programs

Our first post was an honest and rather horrified admission of a newly-discovered bias against American educators helping in foreign countries—no matter how desperate those people are—when we are graduating barely literate students and have plenty of classrooms here without enough materials or technology.  Another person noted that we would have to be careful about modifying curricula in countries with different needs and job markets.  

Others felt that overseas opportunities were worthwhile for Americans: Seeing how other cultures educate offers us a new perspective and forces us to reflect on what we do and why.  Debora Southwell summed up this belief: “Throughout the world researchers may be asking some of the same basic questions but by getting involved in other parts of the globe, educators can gain a wider view of a problem or question. Different cultures can bring a variety of perspectives about an idea. We can learn things about our own educational practices that we may not have been able to see before. Only by viewing other educational systems can we then make true comparisons that bring about new theories and understandings. There may be similar research going on in different places and by getting involved in projects elsewhere we gain the opportunity to have different variables tested, increase the number of trials, and use various settings which may bring about new information and questions. Finally, by getting involved in international projects, money can be shared and cooperation and goodwill can be promoted.” 

Several people had had experiences in foreign countries that made them feel strongly that such work was important not only because we can gain valuable ideas and practices from such exchanges but also because we can no longer afford to ignore social justice issues; areas with uneducated, hopeless people become breeding grounds for terrorists.  Whether the US becomes involved in developing other countries for altruistic reasons or whether we do it to protect ourselves, we must do it. One responder was surprised that Drs. Sturtevant and Brozo could find time for such work given a professor’s schedule (even if it provided publishing data!) and commended their deep commitment. 
Declining Reading Scores: Explain and Reverse


We were in general agreement that declining reading scores are caused by these prevailing practices and conditions: (1) Reading is only taught in elementary school. (2) Expository reading skills are never taught. Instead, years are spent on narratives, which have a different structure and language from fiction. (3) Reading is not on the middle and high school curriculum so children forget what they did know, are never taught the new reading skills required in secondary school, and believe that reading doesn’t matter since they don’t have reading as a required course. (4) We don’t teach students how to apply skills to new situations, so they don’t use the reading skills they do possess to very good advantage. They don’t know how to read for information.  (5) Secondary teachers are untrained and uncomfortable with teaching reading skills—even in their own disciplines. Several people noted that we all know what causes these problems but that little is done to address the issues.

The most serious cause of declines in reading ability is caused by the fact that we stop teaching reading after elementary school even though we continue to have increasing and different expectations about students' reading progress through high school and into college. We don't usually teach the reading skills necessary for historical analysis or identifying bias, but we expect students to know how to do these things.  Maybe we expect students to learn advanced reading skills through osmosis or something?  Generally, we believe that students need specific instruction in literacy and study skills that include reading effectively.  Several people reported incorporating reading into their own instruction, regardless of the subject area or grade level. One person described teaching reading and study skills and noted that these skills must be taught in each discipline since each subject has its own idiosyncrasies that only an insider can master and explain to students.  Several group members are trying to introduce students to a variety of nonfiction reading and help them decode the structure of different types of texts. 

In addition to continuing to teach specific reading skills throughout secondary school, we felt that changes needed to be made in what and how we teach to engage students and improve learning. Learning how to learn is as important as anything else today; we need to do more interdisciplinary instruction to help students anchor their learning.  Laurie Sullivan’s response summarized our concern about engaging students of any socio-economic level:  “I find myself approaching curriculum from a variety of ‘entry points’ to try and hook every student.  Luckily, I am excited and interested in much of the curriculum I am required to teach, so I can enthusiastically tackle the curriculum and make meaning of it with my students.  A challenge arises when I don't think the curriculum is important or even interesting.  In order to engage kids and make the learning meaningful, time is essential.  If the required curriculum is a mile wide and an inch deep, it is difficult to find the time for deep, ENGAGING, lessons in the race to ‘cover’ curriculum.”  The curriculum Laurie describes includes reading that both engages students and is relevant to other learning. The curriculum of many high schools prescribes what students will read on every grade level regardless of student interest or what else is being studied; this must change.  Jeannette Shaffer had suggestions for getting reading materials into the homes of students whose parents aren’t readers. 
