From phonics to fluency: Effective teaching of decoding and reading fluency in the elementary school.
13.1 What Is LEA?
Gloria and her students participated in language-​experience approach (LEA) activities, such as this button lesson, nearly every day and in all content areas. In the language-​experience approach, students’ experiences are represented first by their oral language and later re‑represented, or converted to written language, by the teacher or another scribe. This written text, which is based on students’ own experiences and understanding, becomes reading material. LEA activities feature attention to the interrelationships among oral language, written language, and readers’ thoughts and experiences. In this chapter we describe LEA and offer practical suggestions for obtaining and using dictations for early reading instruction. (This discussion relates to Chapter 11, which focuses on word banks and their uses.) We also address copy change activities, another good source of early reading material, in this chapter. Both LEA and copy change transform children’s oral language into written texts that can be read and used as a springboard into word study.
Language-​experience approach is not a new idea. In the years following the Civil War, Colonel Francis Parker advocated experience-​based learning, as did John Dewey in the early 1900s (Rippa 1984). LEA activities are also described in Edmund Burke Huey’s The Psychology and Pedagogy of Reading (1908/1968). In her book Teacher (1963), Sylvia Ashton-​Warner provides a detailed description of LEA as used with Maori children in New Zealand. At about the same time, U.S. scholars such as Russell G. Stauffer, Roach Van Allen, and Jeanette Veatch advocated LEA and conducted research in LEA classrooms.
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Over all these years, scholars have amassed a lot of evidence to show us the benefits of LEA-​related instruction. For example, the U.S. Office of Education’s massive First Grade Studies research project, conducted in the late 1960s, provided “evidence that language experience approaches do result in good achievement” (Hall 1985, p. 7). Another research review, conducted almost two decades later, showed
very convincingly that language experience programmes work. . . . ​And not only that it works in the attainment of good achievement scores but that it does far more than that. It promotes learning that is pleasurable and that is congruent with how language competence flourishes. (Hall 1985, p. 10)
The LEA philosophy is based on several related theories: how people learn, how people read, and how others can help. At the intersection of these theories are notions about what makes learning easy. Hall (1985) notes that LEA is “rooted in the elements of success, relevance, involvement, attitude, interest, and motivation” (p. 6). Relationships among thinking, problem solving, and reading are another aspect of the foundation of LEA. Stauffer (1969) describes reading as “a phenomenon of mental activity akin to thinking” (p. 4). To comprehend, he says, readers restructure meaning from experience; they think and reason while they read. In other words, “reading is never treated as something apart from language and thought” (Allen 1976, p. 10), or, as Stauffer says, “meaning is the important thing—​not saying words. Reading is a thinking process and not a parroting process” (p. 186).
To create a classroom environment that reflects these beliefs, Veatch (1986) advises teachers to “utilize some aspect of the internal world of the pupil. There must be some kind of personal choice, some kind of individual input into the task of learning” (p. 32). This sort of environment features student freedom and choice, to be sure, but also student responsibility. Let’s take a closer look at how we can create such a dynamic learning environment.
13.2 LEA: The Basics
Students of all ages find success with LEA activities. In general, LEA works well if a learner’s oral language (i.e., vocabulary and sentence structure) is more complex than the written language the learner can read successfully. Both beginning readers and struggling readers fall into this category. In fact, a search of the professional literature (Padak and Rasinski 1996) shows that LEA-​related activities can be used effectively with beginning readers, to be sure, but also with middle school, high school, college, and adult readers, including those with special needs. Many teachers who work with English language learner (ELL) students rely heavily on LEA. Barone’s (1996) year-​long case study of bilingual (Spanish and English) first-​graders showed LEA in both languages to be an important routine to foster children’s learning of English. More recently, Helman and Burns (2008), who found a relationship between ELL children’s oral proficiency in English and their ability to learn sight words in English, advised use of LEA to provide a bridge between oral and written language. Thus, teachers who know the basic assumptions and procedures underlying LEA have a flexible set of instructional procedures that can be implemented in many classrooms with a wide variety of learners.
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To obtain dictated texts with groups of students, teachers follow six steps:
1. Provide a stimulus: some event or interesting happening (in or out of the classroom), a field trip, a story read aloud or viewed, a classroom visitor, and other activities. Content area connections are also fruitful sources for dictated texts. In science, students may observe weather patterns or plant growth, for example, and in social studies they may dictate texts about famous people, current events, holidays, or elections. Family events, stories, and experiences can also be the basis for individual LEA activities. Several additional examples are described in the next section. 
2. Initiate discussion. Encourage students to talk about their thoughts, opinions, or feelings. Facilitate the discussion by acknowledging learners’ contributions, inviting summarization, and encouraging further exploration.
3. When discussion seems complete, begin to take dictation. Encourage children to recapture the discussion so that you can write it for them. The length of dictated texts varies, but for beginners, short texts (perhaps six to eight sentences) work well. Write on chart paper, the chalkboard, an overhead transparency, or the computer if you have access to an LCD panel. Use print that is large enough for the whole group to read. Space words clearly. Say the words as you write them. Use standard spelling and adhere to capitalization and punctuation rules. Don’t edit the text in any other way, though. Record students’ language exactly as expressed.
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4. After the dictation is complete, reread it aloud. Encourage learners to read it silently as well. Ask children if they want to make changes, and make those requested. Finally, ask learners to provide a title for their text (i.e., the main idea).
5. Read and reread the dictation several times as a group, which also builds fluency.
6. Draw students’ attention to interesting words within the text they developed. Use these words as the basis for word study.
7. Make individual copies of the text for further use. Study individual sentences, lines, phrases, words, and word parts within the text. (See the next section, Obtaining Dictations.)
The same procedures work for taking individual dictations. The text can be written on regular paper or the computer. With individuals, it’s often helpful for the child to sit at your side (to the left if you are right-​handed), so that he or she can watch as you print the words on the page.
13.3 Obtaining Dictations
Although children are often interested in speculating about outside-​the-​classroom events, most teachers also plan classroom experiences that will lead naturally to dictation. These experiences need not be spectacular; in fact, the typical classroom routine offers many opportunities for LEA. What happens during the experience and how the teacher facilitates children’s learning, however, are very important.
Think about Gloria’s role during the buttons lesson described at the beginning of the chapter. The lesson was successful, we believe, because of what she did and did not do. She encouraged the children to express their thoughts and to share their ideas with one another, but she did not tell children what to think or say. For example, she asked children, “What did you notice?” and let children generate categories, rather than telling them which categories to use. She facilitated language and learning without controlling it. She also encouraged summarizing at appropriate points in the lesson by asking questions such as, “What have we been doing?”
In other words, Gloria’s primary function was to keep conversation flowing. She chose her words carefully because she knew their importance. As Joan Tough (1979) notes, “If we are to use talk as a means of supporting and extending children’s learning then we must select what we say with the same awareness and deliberateness as we would when we select and use other resources” (80).
At the dictation stage, Gloria encouraged children to summarize their learning. She recorded children’s comments verbatim rather than making editorial changes or even suggestions. This, too, was done purposefully. Gloria wanted children to maintain interest in the dictated text so that they would want to reread it, and she knew that children would be more interested in language that was their own. She also knew that maintaining the children’s exact language would facilitate their learning about connections between oral and written language and about the conventions of print. As LEA evolves in the classroom, it may be possible to address issues of revising and editing the text that children present orally to demonstrate that written text is often revised and is rarely a direct transcription of talk. But especially at first, teachers should write down exactly what students say.
Dictation can occur in whole group, small group, or individual situations. The overall LEA procedures remain the same. Good LEA activities feature lots of language, sharing, exploration, and problem solving. Here, for example, is part of a book dictated by several children who were just beginning a library unit in their special reading class. They had discussed how valuable the library was for finding answers to questions, and Gary, their teacher, asked them what they would like to learn:
“I would like to learn about dinosaurs. I know almost everything, but how big is T. Rex? I know how big some dinosaurs are.”
—By Akio
“I would like to learn how the world spins around. I want to learn if it spins on anything or not.”
—By Alison
The children didn’t just ask questions. With help from Gary and the school librarian, they found answers. These, too, were dictated. Eventually, Gary and the students put the questions and answers into a class book about the library project.
Sometimes LEA activities can promote the use of specific vocabulary. Kay, a kindergarten teacher we introduced in Chapter 11 , wanted children to learn color words, number words, and names for parts of the body. So she arranged an activity where children worked together to make a creature out of large, colorful, interlocking blocks. Her hope was that the activity would encourage children to dictate some color words, number words, and words for body parts. Here’s the children’s text:
The Crazy Monster
We made a crazy monster. It had twelve eyes. It had two necks for its two heads. It had a hat on each head. It had eyes on each head. We thought the monster was funny. But the crazy monster is also a little scary.
Kay’s plan worked pretty well. The children dictated number words and names for parts of the body. They didn’t use color words, though, and Kay didn’t force the issue. She knew that the text must reflect the children’s ideas, not hers. She also knew she could plan another LEA to invite focus on color words.
Content area study offers LEA opportunities. Dorr (2006) suggests that dictations can serve as transitions between children’s prior knowledge and the texts they will encounter, which helps to broaden and deepen their content knowledge base. Another natural use of LEA is to summarize an entire unit of study. The text shown next, also from Kay’s kindergarten classroom, was created at the end of several weeks’ study about birds. Children had heard and read stories, poems, and nonfiction texts about birds; listened to recordings of bird sounds; and visited the bird exhibit at the local zoo. The dictation offered them an opportunity to summarize and synthesize what they had learned, and the resulting text became a permanent record for their continued use.
Birds
Birds have feathers. A lot of birds can fly. Some birds walk. Some birds swim. Birds are different colors. Birds can be big or small. Some birds have crests. All birds have bills. All birds lay eggs. Birds eat different things.
Literature, too, can serve as a stimulus for dictation. After hearing a favorite book, children can dictate their reactions or recount their favorite episodes. They can also create their own versions of a story or poem, a procedure called copy change (introduced in Chapter 5 and also described later in this chapter). Many of the words from the original text show up in students’ dictated or copy change texts. Wayne’s students enjoy dictating stories to accompany wordless picture books. The classroom library contains copies of the children’s texts in large ziplock bags along with copies of the wordless books. “Children love these!” he says. “It’s not unusual to see a student spend lots of time—​sometimes almost an hour—​poring over different versions of a wordless book, comparing them to each other and the pictures. It’s amazing.”
LEA activities can also “glue” several aspects of a lesson together. For example, Sue, a Title I reading teacher, read the book Shadow (Brown 1986). Then she and her second-​grade students, all of whom were beginning readers, talked about shadows, what makes them, and where they are found. Next, each child stood in the light beam of the overhead projector, and Sue traced the child’s shadow using white chalk on a piece of black construction paper that had been taped to the chalkboard. Children cut their silhouettes out and glued them on large pieces of construction paper.
The next day, Sue read some of the sentences from June Behrens’s (1968) book Who Am I? She selected only sentences beginning with I because she wanted to encourage her beginning readers to dictate sentences beginning with I. Then she and the students discussed things that were different about each person, such as eye color, length of hair, color of skin, and gender. Children dictated riddles about themselves that ended with “Who am I?” They copied their riddles onto the construction paper next to their silhouettes. Each child then made an answer key by putting his or her name on an index card and placing it inside a library pocket card that was pasted onto the construction paper.
Sue found the entire LEA very rewarding. “The children were surprised to see how much their silhouettes resembled them,” she commented. “They were fascinated by the shadows. Before we even wrote the riddles, they were trying to guess whose was whose. And then when the riddles were written, they LOVED reading them and guessing. I think each child preferred his or her own riddle, though. I noticed that they read their own riddles again and again.”
Language-​experience approach is an obvious and successful instructional activity for ELL students. The conversations that precede dictations and the talk surrounding preparing the dictated texts are just the types of social interactions that support new language learning (Perez 2004). ELL students may use words or even entire sentences from their native languages as they dictate (Meier 2004). Maria’s dictation about the class parakeet (el perico) offers an example of this kind of code mixing:
Our perico is blue. El perico sings and chirps. Food of the bird he eats. El perico sleeps when we put a cloth on his cage. We will try to teach el perico to talk.
—by Maria
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Autumn, Maria’s teacher, uses these dictations to support Maria’s English learning. “I’ll add the English word using a different color marker to Maria’s texts. That way when she practices the texts, she has the support of her familiar Spanish.” Autumn has taught Mrs. Gomez, a parent volunteer who speaks Spanish, how to serve as a scribe so that she can take Maria’s dictations in Spanish. Then she and Maria translate them into English. All children in the class have access to Spanish and English versions of the same text. Autumn has noticed positive benefits: “My English-​speaking students are fascinated to compare the two texts. They really puzzle over words, and I’ve noticed them picking up some Spanish. And Maria seems to love this. I think the whole procedure shows her that we really do value her language.”
13.4 LEA and Individual Students
Dictations with individuals have the added benefit of bringing the child’s unique interests into the classroom. Most children have interests that may not be addressed during instruction in school. Providing texts for students to read that reflect their interests can be a powerful motivator for reading growth.
For example, Nancy’s son Matt is a sports fanatic. When he was a little boy, he used to spend hours poring over the sports pages in the newspapers and magazines about professional sports. He was particularly drawn to charts, such as the ones shown in Figure 13.1, which came from a magazine about professional football that reviewed the 1986 season and made predictions about the 1987 season.
Matt used these three charts, which summarized the 1986 seasons for the Buffalo Bills, the Cleveland Browns, and the Chicago Bears, to dictate the following text to his mom.
What I Like about Football
What I like about football is to watch it on TV because it has a lot of tackling and sacking and stuff like that. Now we go on to the statistics.
OK, I’ll tell about the Bills, the Browns, and the Bears. In the Bills’ first game they lost to the New York Jets to kick off the football season. The final score was New York 28 and poor Buffalo had 24. In the second game of the season they lost again, a surprising loss for the Bills. Except this time they lost it 33–​36. But luck is going to change for the Bills. It finally turns around, 17–​10 for the Bills. Bills in front; Cardinals in back.
In the Browns’ first game of the 1986 season, they lost to the Bears, 31–​41. But luck may change for the Browns, and it does, 23–​20. They pick up a win against the patriotic Patriots. Then luck turns around again. This time the Chiefs beat the Browns, believe it or not, 33–​13.
I want to tell about the Bears because they’re my favorite team. The first game of the season they won against the Browns, but we already know that, 31–​41. Then they beat the Steelers, and then they beat the Giants. Then they picked up another win off Kansas City, 44–​7.
Why do I like the Bears so much? Because they’ve had great talent over the years. Another reason is the Bears are just a winning team. Like they won the Super Bowl, 46–​10. And the Pats are good, but not too good for the Bears. It was one of the great challenges of my life to see my team win the Super Bowl!
—By Matt, age 6
We might add that Matthew is today a college graduate and successful business executive who uses his own words and language in his work. He also continues to be a football fanatic!


Figure 13.1 Matt’s Football Charts
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Dictated texts are valuable and effective as reading materials for beginning readers. LEA activities enhance written language awareness and demonstrate the connection between spoken and written language. As children watch their words being recorded, they learn that print is meaningful; they also learn about the conventions of printed language. And they learn that writing is valuable for preserving information, ideas, and feelings. Teachers who rely on LEA also note its flexibility. Any curricular area can provide the stimulus for dictation, and subsequent reading can foster content area learning as well as reading growth.
Later, as children mature in their writing ability, students can write texts based on their own experiences. This is LEA at its zenith and, we contend, the type of experience-​based writing that many professional writers do for a living!
13.5 Using LEA Texts for Extended Reading and Word Exploration
Dictations can be used like any other reading material. For example, children can read and reread current and previous dictations, either silently or with a partner. Many teachers make dictation notebooks, individual three-​ring binders, so that students have easy access to the texts they have helped to prepare.
Sometimes teachers prepare their own versions of students’ texts to provide extra practice with texts and words. These teacher-​developed texts contain the same content and most of the same words but differ in form from the students’ original text. Here, for example, is Gloria’s version of Buttons:
We put the buttons into piles called categories. One pile was smooth buttons, and one pile was rough buttons. Some buttons were lumpy. Some were shiny. We made categories for the buttons.
Gloria’s version contains the same ideas and the same words as the children’s version, but the words have been reorganized into different sentences.
The teacher can also develop questions to accompany dictated texts, such as “How many categories did we have?” or “One pile was smooth buttons. What was the other pile?” Cloze exercises (see Chapter 12) can also be developed from dictated texts (e.g., “We put _______ into piles called ______”).
Children can illustrate their dictated texts. They can also make books by cutting longer dictations apart. Each sentence can be pasted on a different page and illustrated. Some teachers make story puzzles by cutting dictated texts into sentences and asking children to reassemble the sentences in ways that make sense to them. All these activities involve reading and rereading the texts and, as such, are valuable for building sight vocabulary and developing fluency in reading. Many word-​ and sound-​related activities, which we discuss extensively in other chapters, are also possible. For example, children can find words containing word families in their dictations.
Dictated texts can be used for teacher-​directed instruction as well. Beginning readers need to learn about the conventions of print, the ways written language is similar to and yet different from oral language. Oral language is a steady stream of speech, but in writing, words are separated from one another on the page. And then there’s directionality: in English, letters in a word and words on a line are arranged from left to right, and lines on a page are generally arranged from top to bottom. Readers take all these aspects of written language for granted, but beginners must develop these understandings for themselves.
Much of this learning happens informally. When children watch something being read, they gain knowledge about the conventions of print. This is one reason why it’s so helpful for teachers to say words while writing them during dictation. Some teachers even provide running commentaries about the conventions of print while they record children’s words. They say things like, “OK, that’s the end of the sentence, so I’ll put a period here. This new sentence will need a capital letter.” Over time, such informal and incidental learning pays dividends in terms of children’s understandings.
More formal instruction can also be planned. In the Crazy Monster lesson described earlier, Kay’s follow‑up activities focused on print conventions. She conducted the lesson the day after the children had built the monster. The children were seated around a large copy of their dictated text.
· Kay asked about the title: “How many words are in the title?” “Where’s the first word in the title?” “Where’s the last word?” “Who can circle all the words in the title?”
· She asked about the first and last words in the story. The children found them and circled them.
· She asked children to find sentences: “Where does the first sentence begin?” “Where does it end?” “How can we tell when a sentence begins?” “How can we tell when a sentence ends?” “How many sentences are in our story?” “How many lines?”
· She used her word whopper (see Chapter 7) to isolate words in the text that students were asked to read. 
· She asked children to match lines from the story with strips of paper that contained the lines. In each case, Kay and the children discussed how many sentences the lines contained and whether or not the lines made sense by themselves.
· She asked children to match words from the story with word cards that contained the words.
· She played word sort games (see Chapter 11). Kay and the children also played word-​changing games, which involved changing letters to make new words (e.g., hats became rats and bats; scary became Mary; funny became fun). Kay invited all children to participate in these activities; the kindergartners who were beginning to read had the most success with these word-​level games. Kay didn’t worry about frustrating the others, however, because they found success with other activities more focused on print conventions. In this way she was able to differentiate instruction to accommodate all children’s needs and abilities.
In this lesson, Kay’s students worked with parts of written language—​lines, sentences, and words. Nevertheless, they were also working with familiar and meaningful text, which provided support and allowed them to discover the relationship between the parts and the whole. Over time, activities like these can help beginning readers learn about the conventions of print.
Many of these same activities can serve diagnostic functions. Consider the preceding questions, for example. Which could Kay use if she were interested in determining students’ conceptual knowledge of sentences? Words? Teachers can also gain insight into children’s literacy development while they practice reading individual copies of their dictated texts. For example, teachers can see who has mastered directionality, who has mastered the concept of word, who is able to read fluently, and who can use word recognition strategies to help them recognize words. Comprehension can be checked by asking children to read old dictations and retell them in their own words. Retellings can be evaluated according to breadth and sequence. Many additional diagnostic suggestions are provided by Ann Agnew (1982); we have used variations of her ideas for more than a decade and have found them helpful for exploring children’s growth in literacy.
13.6 Copy Change
As we saw with Sue’s shadow lessons, children’s literature or poetry can be an effective springboard for dictation or writing. After the teacher reads several fairy tales to the class, for example, discussion and subsequent dictation can focus on common elements. Children can use these dictated notes to create their own tales, perhaps by changing the characters or updating the plots. In this manner, “Little Red Riding Hood” might become “Dirty Old Baseball Hat” or Goldilocks might visit the home of three roller-​bladers.
As we noted in Chapter 5, predictable literature is a good choice for copy change. The Important Book (Brown 1949/1999), for example, has a readily recognizable pattern that children can easily use to create their own versions. This book is particularly useful during the first days of school. After having read or listened to Brown’s descriptions of important things, students can write or dictate descriptions of themselves using the same format (“The important thing about Karen is . . .”). Individual student contributions, as well as one the teacher writes, can be collected to form a class “Introductions” book. Copies of the book can also be made for each student to take home to read with family members, perhaps inspiring development of a “Family Important Book.”
Poetry is another good choice for copy change activities. Judith Viorst’s (1981) poem “If I Were in Charge of the World” is a favorite among teachers and students we know. Its four stanzas follow a pattern, with the first line of each stanza repeating the contrived scenario of the poem’s title. Marala read this poem several times over several days to her third-​grade students. Then she asked the children what they noticed about how Judith Viorst created the poem: “What did she say again and again? How did she set up the verses?” As students offered ideas, Marala wrote them on the chalkboard:
· Every one starts the same.
· The kid wants to change bad things or to get good things.
· There are usually four things in the verse.
After the students had dictated their thoughts about Viorst’s patterns, Marala invited them to create their own versions. Here are two:
If I was in charge of the universe
I could do anything I wanted to do.
I could play computer games all day long.
I could run really fast and even fly.
—By Patrick
If I was in charge of the school
Everyone would have computers.
Nobody would have worksheets.
We would have lots of recesses.
We could play outside or swim in a pool.
—By Amanda D.
Students can also recast a favorite story in the form of a script to be performed for others. This, too, is a copy change because the original story serves as a framework for the new version. Here, for example, is the beginning of a script based on Ira Sleeps Over (Waber 1972) that Bonnie’s second-​graders developed and later performed:
Ira:
I’m going to sleep over at Reggie’s house.
Sister:
Are you taking your teddy bear?
Ira:
Take my teddy bear? No, I’m not taking my teddy bear!
Sister:
But you’ve never slept without your teddy bear. Won’t you feel funny?
Ira:
I’ll feel fine!
Narrator:
Now Ira started thinking. Maybe he did need his teddy bear.
To support children’s script development, Bonnie first read the book to them a couple of times. Then the children decided who the characters would be and what they would say. Bonnie took dictation during this discussion.
An instructional routine developed by Smith, Walker, and Yellin (2004) combines reading children’s literature, developing phonological awareness, dictation, and copy change. The routine reflects the whole‑to‑part‑to‑whole framework we advocate throughout this book . It begins with shared reading of a predictable book (see Chapter 5), after which the teacher and students focus first on rhyming words from the book and then on the rimes they represent. Rimes are listed, children dictate a frame from the book to be used as copy change, and then they create and read their own books. Research with this routine, which elegantly connects word study, dictation, fluency practice, and writing instruction, shows that it yields significant growth on a standardized reading test.
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Like LEAs , students’ copy change texts and their scripts can be used to help beginning readers develop concepts about printed language; build a sight vocabulary; and learn about the features of words, sentences, and sounds. Copy change activities encourage careful reading, listening, and thinking so that children can discover and subsequently use the author’s pattern. They also provide a structural framework or scaffold that makes writing easier for students. And, like other LEA activities, they yield lots of interesting material to read and perform.
In Conclusion
Language experience is an elegant and well-​articulated approach to literacy instruction that is grounded in decades of research and professional practice. Whether dictated texts originate in a classroom experience or are based on a piece of literature, the familiarity afforded by children’s own language provides a strong scaffold to support beginning reading success and word learning.
Children enter school as competent and creative language users who already know how to learn. Children will approach reading with the same enthusiasm and problem-​solving ability they used in learning to talk if instruction focuses on thinking, communication, interaction, and their own experiences. Experience-​based instruction offers all this and more; LEA experiences demonstrate a genuine caring for learners and respect for their experiences, interests, and motivations. This caring and respect helps to create self-​confident learners who know how to work with one another in cooperative and responsible ways. To us, LEA is more than a reading method. It’s a way to help children learn about life inside and outside the classroom. More important, it’s a vehicle for helping children develop as informed, confident, and caring human beings.
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