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Welcome to ATTACK! a two-page occasional publication. Most of ATTACK! will be concerned with the holistic curriculum
which, if acted on, is a fundamental way to undermine the present undemocratic education system. Don’t be discouraged
if opportunities to teach holistically are limited, do your best, be a guardian, and act as a witness to this culturally
significant and inspiring way of teaching and learning. ATTACK! is a partner to
https://networkonnet.wordpress.com

‘I can read’ the beautiful holistic reading insight developed decades ago by our
wonderful stjcs
‘I can read this one,’ said Amy. ‘Listen …’
‘Mum went shopping and bought some sausages. Along came
Greedy Cat. He looked in the shopping bag. Gobble, gobble,
gobble. And that was the end of that ...’
Amy was five and this was her first day at school. ‘What a
good reader you are, Amy,’ I said. ‘I wonder how you came to
read that book so well.’
Amy replied nonchalantly, ‘Oh my brother has read it heaps of
times.’
Okay, so Amy was ‘reading’ from memory, but consider all the
reading behaviour that was occurring. L-R, 1-1, picture clues –
all emergent reading skills that I used to ‘teach.’ Amy was
practising these in a secure, confident, self-selected situation.
What’s more she had mastered that most important skill – the
‘I can read’ concept.
Amy was to read Greedy Cat many more times. In three months time, she read with complete accuracy
comments such as ‘cat and that – they rhyme!’; ‘there’s a big shouting mark’; ‘look at all those capital
letters in YOW!’; ‘is that word : “got” or “bought”? – it starts with a “g”.’
And again six months later: ‘I’m looking for a book that I can clap the rhythm to – like in Mr Grump.’ And
later again: ‘I’m collecting up books about cats. We’ve just read The Farmyard Cat and I’m wanting more
cat books to read.’
Greedy Cat must be a classic – as are so many of our junior readers – what a shame that this book could so
easily get locked away on a storage shelf, only to be brought out when Amy’s group is up to yellow, read a
couple of times, then put back into storage.
If we believe that reading is getting meaning out of text and that children are able to get meaning out of
text in a variety of ways – including decoding print – then we must look at our Ready to Read series in a
new light. The colour wheel on the back of the Ready to Read series goes some way towards suggesting
that the texts can and should be used for a variety of purposes at a variety of levels. Other publishers are
saying such things as ‘multi-level use and across all levels’, but how many teachers are still feeding children
with the next book on the shelf system? How many reading programmes are still dependent on the redblue-green way of thinking? And remember, the red 1, red 2, and red 3, days?
If given opportunities, children, as early as the first day at school, are capable of making choices, and
taking responsibility for their own learning, including the material they read. It’s teachers who have
difficulty letting go and trusting children with more control over their learning environment. While we have
learners in neat little groups and are telling them what to do and when to do it, we feel in control. Apply
this to reading – while we have our reading groups, each of which is reading material chosen by us – we
feel in control.

But what is that saying and doing to our young learners?
‘I know far more about you than you know yourself.’
‘I don’t believe you are capable of making appropriate choices.’
‘I think this book is the one you are capable of reading because of the yellow spot on it.’
‘Sorry kid – you’ll have to stay in the Wombats
group for another week or two and re-read those
books that were too hard for you.’
‘Hey – you can’t read that because the others in
your group can’t manage it. Can’t let you get too
far ahead of them.’
Groups provide teachers with a sense of security.
We can say to ourselves and parents: ‘Yes, Jimmy
must be getting on well because he read red
books last week and this week he can read yellow.’
But hang on a minute. Is yellow better than red?
Is Jimmy a better reader because he’s now reading yellow?
In a system where children are choosing their own books, one often hears statements like:
• ‘I’ll take this one for me to read to mum and this one for mum to read to me.’
• ‘I’ll need some help with this one, but I really want to find out about . . .’
• ‘Yes, I know I’ve had this one lots of times before but it’s a favourite.’
• ‘I feel like reading an easy one first, then I’ll try this one.’
This sort of comment indicates learners are making judgements about their own learning, and about the
material they are reading.
Some questions I would like to pose:
• Do children learn to read in carefully graded steps of acquiring skills in a progressively sequential
format?
• Are yellow books ‘better than’ red books? If children read green books last month and are now reading
orange books, are they better readers? Must they acquire all the little skills before they gain mastery
over the big task?
• And what about allowing children to make choices and take responsibility for their own learning? Can we
subscribe to that theory and yet still say to them: ‘Yes you can make choices about some things, but I’m
telling you what you are capable of reading today, and the next day, and every day after that.’
Reading recovery people tell us that some children need to read many books at their ‘instructional
level’ (whatever that really means) and below, thus increasing reading mileage and confidence in their
ability to successfully decode text. I’m sure they are right and I agree, but there are many ways of doing
this in a subtle way. For example: ‘Individual Browsing Boxes’ – letting children choose their own material
from within a teacher-selected band; teacher-adult-peer guiding the choice of ‘at risk’ readers so that at
least some of the selected texts are at that success level. But to limit developing readers to just that range
of books is, I feel, limiting and oppressive.
Some declarations I would like to make:
• We must challenge children to read a variety of books – easy and hard – and we must allow them to
make the choice
• We must allow them access to a wide selection of texts covering the genres
• We must hang reading instruction on to something meaningful
• We must prove to children that while they are learning to read, they are reading to learn.
The surprising thing is that when teachers finally let go and give more responsibility to the children, the
children respond in a remarkably mature and sensible way. I’m also pretty sure that should we want to
attach a level to their self-selected reading, it would be much higher than we (the teachers) would have
given them credit for.
It’s really a matter of trust. Children trust us – let us return the compliment. (Rema Leitch)

