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KEY POINTS
• Children’s early development of processing systems for reading may be 

at risk if they are plunged prematurely into guided reading at entry to 
school.

• Understanding and skill is required to introduce a story to new-entrant 
children in a manner that will lead to children’s independent reading of 
the new text.

• Guided reading lessons should be structured to facilitate opportunities to 
teach for processing in reading.

• Children’s early development of processing systems for reading may be 
at risk if they become confused by the teacher’s language of instruction 
in beginning guided reading.
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Teacher Katy holds up the new book, and as the 
three children crane forward to take a closer look she 
draws their attention to the title and cover illustration. 
“I think you might know this girl,” she smiles. 
Recognition sparks on faces. Madalyn shares what she 
already knows about Sam. Katy then reveals a brief 
synopsis of the story. “Bingo wants to play with Sam 
and with her toys and her farm.” Amber’s eyes light 
up with anticipation, and she makes an impulsive 
prediction. Katy questions, “Do you? Why do you 
think that?” As she turns the pages, Katy explores 
the plot, weaving in the language of the text. At one 
point, with her finger brushing the text, she prompts, 
“And Sam said to Bingo . . ? ‘No, Bingo, no!’”, and 
the children spontaneously chime in.1

Our purpose was to explore teachers’ under-
standings about how to support the development of 
young children’s processing systems for reading.2 Like 
Madalyn and Amber, most children in Aotearoa New 
Zealand begin school on or near their fifth birthday 
and they must be enrolled from their sixth. Staggered 
entry allows new-entrant teachers flexibility to focus 
attention upon individual children and to make care-
ful observations of their early interactions with print.

 Children vary in the time they take to make 
the transition to school, and they may benefit from 
a variety of supportive opportunities if they are to 
adapt to the social and instructional protocols of 
the classroom and extend their emerging literacy 

through purposeful talking, listening, reading, and 
writing. Educators are keenly aware that failure to get 
underway with reading can have serious consequences 
for children’s ability to build strong foundations for 
a lifetime of learning (Clay, 1991, 2001, 2014). As a 
result, new-entrant teachers have tended to initiate 
guided reading from the point of school entry, using 
the first simple texts, perceiving that an immediate 
start in formal instruction will leverage rapid 
progress. In fact, until a recent Ministry of Education 
retraction (Ministry of Education, 2014), the Literacy 
Learning Progressions (Ministry of Education, 2010) 
emphatically stated: “As soon as students start school, 
they begin reading texts at Magenta level” (Ministry 
of Education, 2010, p. 10). Some children, however, 
will find the transition to new-entrant classrooms 
more demanding than others and, despite quality 
teaching, may quickly fall behind (Clay, 2014). This 
can be particularly significant for children identified 
as priority learners; those less likely to experience 
success in New Zealand schools associated with Māori 
or Pasifika heritage, low socioeconomic background, 
or requiring special educational support (Education 
Review Office, 2012). The challenge for teachers is to 
support the early foundational learning of each child 
in their care to ensure each child builds an effective 
processing system for reading and writing as progress 
is made along individual pathways (Ministry of 
Education, 2003b, 2013b). 

Guided reading is an established and important approach in the pedagogical 
repertoire of teachers in Aotearoa New Zealand. Despite evidence suggesting 
that a strong foundation of literacy learning must be built before introducing 
guided reading, early initiation to this most intensive form of reading 
instruction has become commonplace. This study examined the guided reading 
practices of three exemplary literacy teachers working with small groups of 
the most recent new entrants in their classes. We investigated what teachers 
understand and what they do to support young children to construct effective 
processing systems for reading. Teachers were observed and video recorded as 
they taught three guided reading lessons with 5 year olds at entry to school, and 
subsequently interviewed about their teaching decisions using stimulated-video 
recall. Running Records of continuous text were administered as a window to 
monitor children’s change over time in their reading processing. Finely nuanced 
descriptions and analyses of the teachers’ professional knowledge, pedagogical 
approaches, and student outcomes have significant implications for early 
literacy learning and teaching. 
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Foundational learning within an 
effective processing system for 
reading
Clay (2010) described children’s foundational learning 
as “discovering concepts about print, knowledge of the 
written code and seeing the symbols [letters] and patterns 
of symbols in print and looking at print according to 
the directional rules of our written language” (p. 38). 
In-the-head working systems that direct complex 
movement patterns for reading and writing are also an 
integral aspect of foundational learning (Clay, 2010, 
p. 38). Typically, in New Zealand classrooms a variety 
of formal early literacy instructional approaches are used 
to facilitate this foundational learning. These include 
key approaches such as shared reading and writing 
(collaborative approaches to text), language experience 
(shared, multisensory activities that create links between 
oral language, writing, and reading), listening to 
appealing picture books read aloud, drawing, singing, 
poetry and, importantly, engaging in purposeful oral 
language conversation and related activities (Ministry 
of Education, 2009a). These literacy events are often 
print based, but increasingly teachers are employing 
multimodal digital affordances to support young 
children’s learning (McDowall, 2010). In all these myriad 
ways, teachers provide explicit teaching that is embedded 
in lively, enjoyable, and meaningful literacy experiences 
(Biddulph, 2002). Within this well-supported setting, 
concepts about print such as left-to-right reading and 
one-to-one matching are demonstrated, and letters, 
sounds, words and ideas are discussed and linked 
to children’s lives. In this way, children’s familiarity 
with book language increases, and their phonological 
awareness and word knowledge develops as the teacher 
draws their attention to text features, interesting ideas, 
and important concepts. As a result of consistent repeated 
actions, or practice, children give increased attention to 
the finer details of print (Smith & Elley, 1997). Children 
develop these foundational understandings as by-products 
of their immersion in rich literacy activities. These are 
not concepts directly or explicitly taught before a child 
begins reading and writing (Clay, 2010, p. 12). Clay (2010) 
cautioned that unless children’s foundational learning is 
established, instructional interactions around early texts 
are likely to confuse them. 

Teaching for an effective processing 
system through guided reading
Guided reading is gradually added to the range of 
authentic literacy approaches likely to  facilitate 

foundational learning. Guided reading in the New 
Zealand setting means the teacher selects and introduces 
a new book to a small group of children. Working in a 
small group enables the teacher to monitor each child 
reading the text individually. The teacher provides 
support when necessary to help each child gain control 
over the processes that lead to successful independent 
reading. Guided reading, then, assumes “a central role 
in leading students towards independence in reading” 
(Ministry of Education, 2003b, p. 96). Researchers 
in Aotearoa New Zealand (Boocock 2012; Education 
Review Office, 2009; McNaughton, Phillips & 
MacDonald, 2003) and internationally (Ford & Opitz, 
2008; McKay, 2004) have highlighted issues with the 
implementation of guided reading. In New Zealand, 
guided reading is typically undertaken using the Ready 
to Read series of appealing, high interest, graded texts, 
issued free to every primary school in the country. 
Recently, the series underwent a review (Ministry of 
Education, 2014) to ensure that the design of the texts 
and their purpose remained current and continued to 
meet the diverse needs and interests of New Zealand 
children. The review led to alterations in the design and 
levelling of texts, as well as clarifications around the 
“usual business” of guided reading as a key instructional 
practice. When used alongside other approaches, guided 
reading is deemed to directly support the development 
of  processing systems for young children (Hancock 
2015; Ministry of Education, 2014; Biddulph, 2002). 
Importantly, the revisions clarify the point at which 
teachers might begin to engage a child in guided reading. 
In the recent past, teachers’ decisions about when to 
initiate guided reading with individual children may have 
been overridden by the pressure to ensure their students 
met the National Standards in reading (Ministry of 
Education, 2009b). Although we agree with the notion of 
a common achievement goal for all children, we strongly 
contend that teaching, especially at entry to school, needs 
to be responsive to individual competencies. Immersing 
children in set learning sequences or demanding 
instructional protocols in their early days at school 
creates a risk that unequal starting points will lead to the 
exacerbation and persistence of inequitable outcomes. 

An exploratory study 
Given the vital nature of each child’s early learning, we 
needed to look more closely at guided reading practices 
with newcomers in their first year of school. How are 
teachers creating learning opportunities that enhance or 
inhibit children’s development of processing systems for 
reading?
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Two central questions guided this study:
1. What knowledge and understandings about 

processing systems for reading are reflected in teachers’ 
implementation of guided reading in the first year of 
school?

2. How does guided reading influence children in the first 
year of school to build processing systems for reading?

We used a descriptive case-study design (Stake, 2010) in 
the context of 3 new-entrant classrooms in which 5-year-
old children could be observed constructing processing 
systems for reading as they began to engage in formal 
literacy instruction. The teachers (Anna, Julia, Katy) from 
3 different schools, were nominated by their principals 
and each accepted the invitation to participate in the 
study. Data-gathering measures included semistructured 
teacher interviews, video-recorded observations of 
guided reading lessons, stimulated-recall interviews, and 
Running Records (Clay, 2005).

At the beginning of the study, the first author 
conducted semistructured interviews with each teacher to 
gather their perspectives and understandings on literacy 
learning and teaching, and about their guided-reading 
practice in particular. The first author then observed and 
video recorded 3 guided reading lessons of each teacher 
at 2-week intervals. For the purposes of the study, the 
cohort observed (N=14) comprised the children who 
were the most recent entrants in each teacher’s class, and 
part of a newly formed guided-reading group. Video 
clips of lessons were replayed to each teacher soon after 
each guided-reading lesson. This procedure stimulated 
the teachers’ reflections on the viewed lesson and their 
rationale for teaching decisions. Following each observed 
lesson, the first author administered a Running Record 
to every child in each group to gather information about 
change over time in their processing.

The semistructured and stimulated-recall interviews 
were transcribed. Repeated viewings of the video-
recorded lessons led to the identification of intriguing 
short clips of teaching interactions that piqued our 
curiosity. The 42 Running Records were analysed. These 
data were integrated and synthesised for each teacher 
as a way to capture changes in teaching and children’s 
learning over time. 

Importantly, the unit of analysis for this study was 
the observable and inferable development of children’s 
processing systems for reading.  Thus, the case in this 
case-study is “the development of processing in reading”, 
rather than a focus on individual teachers, children, or 
schools. This approach allowed us to capture, analyse, and 
report exemplars of processing across teachers and across 
children.

Findings and implications
We found that there were risks attached to an immediate 
start to guided reading. Lesson structure and content, as 
well as the instructional language and protocols within 
guided reading lessons, were sometimes confusing for 
young children. These early transitional challenges 
may contribute to a delay in children’s development 
of processing systems for reading, defeating teachers’ 
best intentions to gain momentum through a fast start. 
Exploration of data patterns across teachers allowed us to 
consider guided-reading practices that either contributed 
to or inhibited children’s development of processing 
systems for reading. Important considerations have 
emerged that are worthy of further professional inquiry, 
discussion, and future research.

Challenge “business as usual” by 
choosing a more optimal time to 
introduce a child to guided reading 
The practice of introducing all children to guided reading 
within the first days of school contradicts prevailing 
advice. Scholars focused on guided reading consistently 
support the view of a gradual rather than peremptory 
introduction to this intensive instructional approach 
(Clay, 2010; Doyle, 2015, Fountas & Pinnell, 2012). As 
previously indicated, a recent review of the Ready to Read 
series has addressed this issue (Hancock, 2015; Ministry 
of Education, 2014). One rationale for a more gradual 
introduction is that children need to have developed 
competencies in meaningful and productive oral language 
and be able to interact effectively alongside their peers 
within the guided-reading context (Fountas & Pinnell, 
2012; Jeurissen & Burt, 2015; Richardson, 2009). Usual 
practice appears to have had a considerable influence 
on teaching decisions that influence how effectively 
children’s processing systems for reading are facilitated.

The written code can be puzzling for young learners 
when they begin formal instruction. Researchers have 
long described important understandings about literacy 
that children need to acquire in order to lay a foundation 
for learning to read. Doyle (2015) claimed that when 
children read the first little books in guided reading 
they need to know “Where to look, what to look for 
and how to fixate and move eyes across sentences and 
individual words within printed text” (p.17). This involves 
coordinating body, hand, and eye movements. When 
children control these movements, they have in place 
an early working system for processing text (Boocock, 
2012). These early behaviours can be learnt by new-
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entrant children as they begin to engage in the formal 
literacy activities of the classroom, but not necessarily 
in guided reading. In this study however, some children 
were engaged in guided reading, as soon as they entered 
school. 

 When asked to explain their decision to get children 
underway with guided reading in the first days at school, 
teachers responded that their early focus was on helping 
children learn to attend to print. All three teachers 
shared the expectation that children needed to be able 
to read at the Green level after one year at school to 
meet the National Standard, and that moving quickly 
towards this goal was essential (Ministry of Education, 
2009). They acknowledged that their selections of simple 
repetitive texts at Magenta level were based on helping 
children establish one-to-one matching, directionality, 
and knowledge of concepts about print. Their rationales 
indicated they were using guided reading to help 
children build foundational habits for early reading. 
This contradicted advice that success in early reading is 
accounted for by children already having foundational 
learning underway (Clay, 2014). Although this study 
was conducted before the withdrawal of the National 
Standards reporting requirements in 2017, it is likely that 
well-intentioned teachers nationwide have maintained 
this practice.

Implications for learning and teaching

McNaughton (2002, 2011) cautioned that teachers of 
new-entrant children need to be keen observers of their 
transition into literacy, and to be especially attentive to 
those who may be confused by early encounters with 
print. Introducing children to guided reading should be 
based on two actions: careful observation; and response 
to individual children’s literacy learning profiles, with 
particular reference to the language resources that 
children bring from home.  It is argued that a peremptory 
rather than gradual introduction to guided reading 
may significantly influence the progress of new-entrant 
children who are least prepared for engagement in the 
literacy practices of the classroom. Confusion may lead 
to reduced self-efficacy and loss of motivation very early 
in a child’s school journey (Johnston & Allington, 1991; 
Ministry of Education, 2013a). This notion resonates with 
Rubie-Davies (2015) finding that a link exists between 
ability grouping and achievement. These aggregating 
barriers to achievement are most disturbing in the case 
of priority learners whose literacy learning disparities 
with other children are already apparent at school entry 
(Clay, 1991, 2014; McNaughton, 2002, 2011; Ministry of 
Education, 2013b). 

Introduce new texts in accessible and 
engaging ways

Observations of guided-reading lessons in this study 
showed that introducing new stories in ways that 
facilitated children’s independence in reading is a complex 
practice.  A pivotal element in a guided-reading lesson 
rests in creating interest, exploring, and explaining 
features of the text, including new words and concepts, 
and drawing on children’s own experiences (Fountas & 
Pinnell, 1996; Richardson, 2009). Recently, Ready to 
Read has placed more emphasis on teachers providing 
a rich introduction. This change was due to anecdotal 
reports that story introductions were limiting rather than 
facilitating children’s independent reading of the new text 
(Ministry of Education, 2014). 

The purpose of an introduction is to make a new 
text immediately accessible so children are able read 
it independently on the first attempt. As they read, 
they learn how to process by problem solving using the 
information in the text. The teacher monitors individual 
reading and intervenes with supportive prompts if 
necessary (Ministry of Education, 2003a; Schwartz, 
2005). However, McKay (2004) pointed out that the 
traditional interpretation of monitoring is “hearing 
children read” (p. 36). This occurs when children read 
in unison, or individually in a “round robin” sequence. 
It is argued that both methods make monitoring 
individual reading more difficult for teachers and reduces 
the opportunity for children to take responsibility for 
problem solving and meaning making. 

Helpful teaching techniques for introducing a new 
story aimed at facilitating independent first reading of 
the text are identified in this study. They include minimal 
teacher talk, very few questions, expressive use of face 
and voice, pauses for effect, encouragement to children to 
become active participants, and interactions underpinned 
by momentum and energy. When techniques like these 
were used, story introductions tended to be no more than 
3 minutes; long enough to motivate children but short 
enough to maintain their full engagement (Ministry of 
Education, 2002). Despite the brevity of the introduction, 
it is possible for teachers to weave knowledge of sounds 
and letter features into the flow of the discussion about 
the story, and to anticipate new or challenging print 
features to assist problem solving and independence 
during the first reading (Fountas & Pinnell, 2012).

Implications for learning and teaching

One implication of the current study is that teacher 
introductions to new texts vary and different teacher 
interpretations of this step in the lesson can influence 
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children’s independence. Some instructional interactions 
tended to focus on meaning, although more often, others 
tended to focus on sounds, letters and word-level skills, 
limiting the children’s engagement with meaning. This 
latter approach to text may reflect a view that learning 
to read is dependent on a hierarchical instructional 
sequence where children will find reading difficult until 
they know or can draw on their knowledge of sounds 
and letters to solve the words. Children may, under these 
circumstances, develop a mindset that reading is only 
about attending closely to the print. However, it can be 
argued that an independent reading of a new text is less 
likely if meaning does not provide a guide for processing. 
Calls for teachers to provide “rich” introductions to 
new text (Ministry of Education, 2014; Hancock, 2015) 
could be problematic, however, in light of variations in 
theoretical and pedagogical emphases in this country. 
How might the notion of a rich introduction be 
interpreted by teachers who typically emphasise meaning, 
compared with teachers who typically emphasise words, 
letters and sounds? Is a trade-off between sounds and 
letters and meaning necessary, or desirable? Alternatively, 
is it possible for teachers, within the natural interactions 
around the story, in combination with attention to one or 
two features of the print, to maintain the flow of the story 
(Tunmer, Chapman, Greany, Prochnow, & Arrow, 2013)? 

Structure guided-reading lessons so there 
is time for processing

Teachers in this study structured their guided-reading 
lessons in ways that differed one from another, and 
from a generally accepted framework (Ministry of 
Education, 2003a) designed to facilitate teaching that 
leads to processing. This finding does not suggest that 
a rigid orthodoxy need exist. However, adaptations to 
the framework are likely to have consequences for how 
effectively processing in reading can be facilitated during 
a lesson.  Ford & Opitz (2008) confirm that “variations 
in understandings can often lead to significant differences 
in how practices get implemented” (p. 311). An outcome 
of the Ready to Read revisions (Ministry of Education, 
2014) is that the four key elements that make up the 
framework of a guided reading lesson have been clarified 
and are now defined as: (a) introducing the story, (b) 
monitoring the reading, (c) discussing the story after 
the first reading, and (d) after reading, practice, and 
reinforcement. A progressive delivery of these elements 
provides motivation and coherence for children, and an 
opportunity for the teacher to closely observe and respond 
to children’s processing as they read independently 
(Fountas & Pinnell, 1996). 

From an analysis of guided reading in this study, 
more opportunities to teach for processing were evident 
in lessons that were most closely aligned to a generally 
accepted framework for guided reading (Ministry of 
Education, 2014) and where the elements were better 
sequenced for coherence.  These lessons were generally 20 
minutes or shorter and reflected momentum and energy 
that kept young learners motivated. While a moderate 
amount of time was spent on each element, the teacher 
devoted most time to monitoring each child’s individual 
reading. Generally, where all elements were linked with 
an overriding emphasis on meaning, children’s processing 
was observed to be more effective. Instructional 
conditions, such as these, are more likely to stimulate 
children’s thinking and oral-language development 
(Johnston & Allington, 1991), and are more conducive to 
children’s development of processing over time if they are 
to manage textual complexities (Clay, 1991).

Implications for learning and teaching

While professional adaptive expertise (Timperley, 2011) 
is to be encouraged in general, altering a theorised and 
evidence-based framework for guided reading may 
disrupt the momentum and effectiveness of critical 
elements that support teaching for processing. Given 
the amount of instructional time allocated to guided 
reading in New Zealand schools, it is a concern that well-
intended instructional efforts might constrain rather than 
facilitate children’s processing, and possibly even delay 
early reading progress; a significant issue for the children 
most at risk of reading failure.

Consider the language of instruction

An analysis of teacher and student interactions during 
story introductions revealed that teaching prompts, 
directions, and questions were used to draw children’s 
attention to print, rather than to meaning.  This 
dichotomy seemed to be a compounding source of 
conflict and confusion for some beginning readers. 
Children with the least number of weeks of school 
attendance were in the early stages of forming 
hypotheses about letters, words, and messages; that is, 
the foundational learning needed for literacy processing 
(Doyle, 2015). They also found it difficult to conform to 
the participatory practices of the guided reading context 
(Phillips, McNaughton, & MacDonald, 2004). 

The teachers chose simple repetitive texts at the 
Magenta level or beginning guided reading. They viewed 
one line of repetitive print on each page as supportive 
for establishing directionality, one-to-one matching and 
concepts about print (e.g., first, last, words, letters, and 
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sounds). As teachers introduced stories, their language 
assumed children could draw on instructional terms and 
protocols, in combination with reserves of foundational 
learning. Some examples included directionality 
(“Turn to the last page.” “Where do we start?”), word 
identification (“Can you find the word ‘bees’?” “What do 
you think that word says?”), letter recognition (“What’s 
our letter of the week?” “Why do we have a capital 
letter?”) and sounds (“Remember ‘th’ when you put 
your tongue out”). Even more complex combinations 
were used on occasions, such as letter and sound 
relationships (“What sound does an /s/ make?”), letter/
sounds and directionality (“If it was ‘clown’ what would 
it start with?”) and words within words (“Can you see 
‘am’ in there?”—“Sam”).  In general, the same teaching 
was aimed at all children in the group, irrespective of 
competencies and their length of time at school. 

Implications for learning and teaching 

The examples illustrate the complexity of instructional 
dialogue. The specialised terms and routines can be a 
source of mismatch and confusion for novice learners, 
especially for children from a language background 
other than English. Five-year-old children, at entry to 
school, have had little time to understand about what 
it is the teacher means or what is expected of them as 
learners. Phillips et al. (2004) described how teachers who 
participated in significant professional development learnt 
to use carefully orchestrated instructional language that 
contributed to shifts in children’s reading achievement. 
Clay (2001) argued that most children are likely to get 
underway with reading even under difficult instructional 
conditions. Nonetheless, the challenges of instructional 
language, combined with the complex idiosyncrasies in 
the beginning guided reading context, undoubtedly pose 
multifaceted challenges for children. This is particularly 
so for priority learners who benefit from instruction 
that resolves, rather than compounds, confusions about 
foundational knowledge and what is required to be a 
literacy learner (Johnston & Allington, 1991). This study 
adds to evidence of a further layer of complexity in 
guided reading by illustrating that instructional dialogue 
may inadvertently impede children’s literacy progress.

Conclusion
Guided reading is the core instructional approach for 
young children’s development of processing systems 
for reading in classrooms in Aotearoa New Zealand. 
Surprisingly, little empirical research has been conducted 
nationally or internationally on this central aspect of 
literacy strategy.  Our focus on new-entrant children’s 

development of processing systems was intentionally 
narrow given the emphasis on processes and strategies 
in guided reading within The New Zealand Curriculum 
(Ministry of Education, 2007) and Ready to Read 
revisions (2014). 

The study highlighted the special challenges of 
introducing the newest school entrants to guided 
reading. To ensure early and ongoing success with 
learning to read, teachers need to support children’s 
foundational learning (discovering concepts about print, 
knowledge of the written code and seeing the symbols 
[letters] and patterns of symbols in print, and looking 
at print according to the directional rules of our written 
language). Typically, the “everyday” range of literacy 
approaches in New Zealand classrooms, such as shared 
reading and writing, language experience, and regular 
reading aloud (Ministry of Education, 2003a) coupled 
with rich classroom conversation (Ministry of Education, 
2009a), permit these foundational skills to develop in 
ways that will engage, encourage, and extend young 
children’s early literacy success.  Noticing and responding 
to the learning routes of individual children may lead 
teachers to exercise caution in their decision to introduce 
children to guided reading, an intensive form of reading 
instruction, in their first days of school. 

The findings reported in the previous section are 
succinctly summarised in the following brief statements, 
which may be used for professional inquiry by individual 
teachers, collegial group discussions, or a stepping-off 
point for future research. 
• Children’s early development of processing systems for 

reading may be at risk if they are plunged prematurely 
into guided reading at entry to school.

• Understanding and skill is required to introduce a story 
to new-entrant children in a manner that will lead to 
children’s independent reading of the new text.

• Guided reading lessons should be structured to facilitate 
opportunities to teach for processing in reading.

• Children’s early development of processing systems for 
reading may be at risk if they become confused by the 
teacher’s language of instruction in beginning guided 
reading.

The clarifications around guided reading emerging from 
the review (Ministry of Education, 2014) were designed 
to influence teachers’ knowledge and understandings of 
this key instructional approach and, where necessary, 
change teacher practices. The teacher support material for 
the newly published Ready to Read texts, accompanied 
by intermittent communications to schools however, 
may be insufficient to support the significant changes 
they recommend.  Opportunities for teachers to engage 
in professional learning to examine the revisions in the 
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light of their own practice is paramount, and continuous 
professional support is needed to ensure that this 
instructional approach achieves its powerful potential. 
Perhaps Clay’s (2010) hypothesis that a child’s slow 
pace of progress in the first year of school may be the 
result of becoming puzzled and confused by a too-hasty 
introduction to the complexities of the written code, 
may signal the need for more extensive contemporary 
investigation. 

Madalyn and Amber, introduced at the beginning 
of this article, had time to make transitions to the 
formal literacy instruction of the classroom and bring 
their understandings about literacy learning to the new 
context of guided reading. Prepared in the rich ground of 
those early activities, they have established foundational 
learning that can propel them forward.  As they engage 
with Katy, also introduced at the beginning of this article, 
they anticipate the story outcomes, make predictions 
about the language and vocabulary, and notice the links 
she makes to print. With meaning as a guide, they are 
well-prepared to problem solve their way through the new 
story independently.

Other young learners, particularly those described as 
priority students, are equally deserving of teachers who 
not only have the best of intentions, but who possess a 
well-theorised and informed understanding of when, and 
how, to introduce guided reading as the express route to 
independence in reading. 

Notes
1  All names in the article are pseudonyms.
2  This article is based on Aitken’s (2016) master’s thesis.
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