From phonics to fluency: Effective teaching of decoding and reading fluency in the elementary school.
12.1 What Is Context?
When talking with children, we describe context as the neighborhood where a word lives. Put more formally, contextual analysis is a word identification strategy; a reader attempts to determine the meaning and/or pronunciation of an unknown word by the way it is used in the text (National Reading Panel 2000). To do this, the reader uses one or more cues. Illustrations, graphic aids, or typographical cues can provide clues to meaning. When a reader sees quotation marks, for example, the reader can guess that someone is saying something, a guess that is usually but not always correct.
Pragmatic context refers to the general structure of the text as well as the situation in which the reader is reading. With regard to the former, consider the opening phrase “Once upon a time.” What would you expect to find in a text that begins with those words? Your experience with fairy tales provides a rich resource for decoding and understanding such a text.
Sometimes the context in which the reading is done affects understanding. Here’s an example:
Both f _______ and m _______ have problems with ch_______ that are not easy to s _______.
How did you fill in the blanks? We use this example in our teaching, and students almost invariably decide that the sentence refers to fathers, mothers, and children. Makes sense, doesn’t it? But if the sentence were used in an agriculture class, students might decide that it referred to farmers, merchants, and chickens. We even develop and use expectations related to reading that are based on the reading situation.
But the most powerful context clues are the linguistic ones provided by the positional nature of English (syntax) and by the knowledge the reader has of the meanings of other words and ideas (semantics). Below we consider these important clues in a bit more detail.
Syntax refers to the way words go together to form sentences. Even very young speakers of a language understand its syntax and how to form sentences. The linguist Noam Chomsky (1957) offers this example:
Colorless green ideas sleep furiously. 
Could this be a sentence of English? Although it doesn’t make sense—​something can’t be both colorless and green; ideas have no color and don’t sleep—​it is syntactically allowable in terms of word order and expresses a complete, if bizarre, thought. Even though few of us would be able to articulate the grammar rules that make this an allowable sentence, as speakers of the language we know that it could be.
This point has important instructional implications: children do not need to be able to articulate syntactic (grammar) rules in order to use their knowledge of language to guide their reading. Teachers can help children understand syntactic context by offering examples such as:
Sally watched as the wind blew her _____________ balloon away. 
Children will offer adjectives to fill in the blank. The teacher can underscore the necessity that what we read must sound like sentences in English.
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Although a strong contextual aid for native English speakers, syntax can pose challenges for English language learners (ELLs), particularly if English word order differs from the syntax of their first languages. Knowing the major syntactic differences between English and children’s first languages can assist teachers in helping children move past confusion and use what they know about the syntax of one language as an aid to learning the syntax of another. The websites in the text box provide resources to learn about the major points of difference (and possible interference) between English and other languages. 
Web-​Based Resources for Learning about Syntax and Vocabulary
http://esl.com 
http://spanish.about.com
http://en.wikipedia.org (enter the language you are interested in plus the word “syntax” in the search box)
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Semantics refers to word meanings. In essence, the reader asks, “What would make sense here?” and, using information from the text along with prior knowledge and experience, makes a guess. Put another way, words represent concepts, which reflect experience. Most linguists argue that individual words have little or no real meaning apart from their use. For example, most of us would say we know what window means. But consider these uses:
The eyes are a window to the soul. 
What is our window of opportunity? 
You make a better door than window. 
These windows are semantically related to the panes of glass we ordinarily think about, but they’re not exactly the same. Meaning resides not so much in individual words but in the way they’re used.
Semantic context is a powerful way to identify a word. Here’s a little test: What’s this word? ______ Were you able to get it? No? OK, try this: w______ Got it? Still not enough? Here’s a third clue: You make a better door than a w______. There. We bet you have it now. The power of semantic context is one reason why children need to practice decoding by reading meaningful text.
12.2 Why Is Context Important?
Context helps us make predictions about the text. In a summary of research related to context use, Johnson and Baumann (1984) explain how this works: “It has been theorized . . . ​that a reader uses this tacit knowledge of language by reducing the number of possible alternative candidates for an unfamiliar word and thereby enhances his/her chances of making an accurate identification” (p. 599). Stanovich (1991) calls this the notion of expectancy﻿—​when readers use context to develop notions about what they expect to see, the subsequent reading is more fluent and successful. This is probably why most of us read connected text more fluently than lists of words. But good readers are probably not consciously aware of using context. In fact, poor readers appear to rely heavily, perhaps too much, on context (Stanovich 1991). Some researchers see context as a compensation strategy, as a way to figure out an unknown word when no other tools are available for use.
This raises another important issue for teachers to consider: how to help children see that word recognition is essentially a problem-​solving activity that works best when they rely on all cueing systems for information. The problem is the unknown word; the solution involves finding a word that makes contextual sense and bears graphophonic resemblance to the unknown word. Another way to think about word recognition is in terms of prediction and confirmation. A reader predicts what a word is likely to be using syntactic and semantic contextual information, and confirms the prediction using graphophonic information and subsequent contextual information. In other words, proficient readers orchestrate context and phonics as an overall word recognition strategy and as a prompt for self-​correction, should it be necessary.
Information about the graphophonic cueing system is valuable for word recognition, particularly when readers attend to the beginning portions of words, which generally contain the best and most useful information (Johnson and Baumann 1984). However, phonics works best when the reader knows what a word is likely to be in the first place. “If you know that the word you’re looking at is probably horse, cow, or donkey, phonics will enable you to tell the difference. But here you do not have to run through all 11 alternatives for the first two letters of horse﻿—​you just have to know that a word beginning with ho could not be cow or donkey” (Smith 1985, p. 54). So all cues—​graphophonic and contextual—​help readers reduce alternatives, which makes determining the unknown word more efficient and effective.
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Although our emphasis in this chapter is primarily on using context to recognize words, most reading authorities agree that context can be a powerful tool for word learning (National Reading Panel 2000). Most also agree that context is not enough. Consider the following:
My sister Ginger has blonde hair and a light complexion. She is very slim. Her best friend Sam, however, is corpulent. 
Suppose you didn’t know the meaning of corpulent. From context (specifically the word however), you can determine that corpulent is something that Ginger is not. Does Sam have some other color of hair? Does he have a dark complexion? Is he chubby? The passage contains some clues but not enough to solve the problem with assurance. Using context clues and reading in context are, however, important aspects of vocabulary learning.
Nagy’s (1988) model of vocabulary instruction shows how important they are. To learn new concepts, we must first link them to what we already know. Helping children learn concepts related to different forms of government—​for example, dictatorship—​may begin with a discussion of what they already know about their own form of government. The next stage in Nagy’s model is repetition, in which readers need many meaningful encounters with the new concept in context. This leads to automatic access, so that the reader doesn’t have to stop and think, “Now what is this again?” when encountering the new word. The final stage, meaningful use, also involves many encounters with the new concept, but this time children use the concept in their own writing and speaking rather than reading someone else’s use. As can be seen, both the second and third stages of the model involve contextual reading and using the concept in writing and oral communication.
These are important points to remember when planning how to help children use context as they read. First, when using context to decode, children need to confirm their contextual guesses at unknown words, perhaps using beginning letters and sounds. They should learn to ask, “Does it make sense? Does it look right?” as a means of checking contextual guesses. Second, contextual reading can facilitate word learning or vocabulary acquisition; indeed, it’s one of the very best ways to do so, but children will need instruction as well. In fact, most children, especially struggling readers, need instruction in what context is, how using context can help them, and especially how to double-​check their contextual guesses (Johnson and Baumann 1984; Stanovich 1991).
12.3 Talking about Context
Read-​aloud sessions offer a “powerful context for word learning” (Kindle 2009, p. 202) and a great opportunity to model using context. Selecting engaging books that contain some challenging vocabulary will offer teachers modeling opportunities. Before sharing, teachers should identify a word or two for focus. Then, in the process of the read-​aloud, teachers can take a moment to explain how they think about context when encountering an unusual word. This sort of in‑process explanation can help children see how to use context as they read.
Discussion can also help children learn how and why to use context. Teachers can encourage children to talk about how context helped them figure out unknown words (or didn’t) by using a strategy called Reader-​Selected Miscues (Goodman, Watson, and Burke 1996). In this procedure, students keep track of tricky words during independent reading time by making a light pencil mark in the margin or jotting down the word and page number on a separate piece of paper. After reading, the teacher asks children to return to their tricky words to see if they can now figure them out. Then a discussion ensues, in which children talk about how they solved word-​related problems in their reading. Questions like these can guide the discussion: “How did you figure out the tricky word?” “How did you know ______ was right?” Teachers’ comments during these discussions can also help students to see the benefits of using the strategies their classmates describe.
Teachers can also use reader-​selected miscues collected from a group to find productive topics for mini-​lessons. To use the strategy in this way, children will need small 3" × 5" slips of paper. When they encounter a tricky word, they insert a slip of paper at that spot in their books and continue reading. After reading, they return to each slip of paper, write the sentence in which the word appears, and underline the word in question. Some teachers ask that children also note the title of the book. When the papers are complete, the teacher collects them for later categorization and analysis. Looking at the types of words that give children difficulty can provide direction for small-​group or whole-​class lessons.
In many classrooms, teachers and students occasionally discuss ways children have identified unknown words. This discussion might simply begin with the teacher asking, “Who has figured out a hard word?” “How did you do it?” “How did you know you were correct?” Discussions like these help children see that all readers encounter problems from time to time, which is an important aspect of an accurate concept of reading. Additionally, children’s attention is focused on the problem-​solving nature of word identification, and they may get new ideas from their peers. Together they may make charts of their successful word identification strategies to post in the classroom.
12.4 Cloze and Maze Activities
Many instructional activities supporting the use of context rely on some sort of fill‑in‑the-​blank format. This makes sense because to fill in the blanks, children must use context. Reading professionals call these cloze exercises, after a term coined by Wilson Taylor (1953). Cloze takes advantage of the natural human tendency to find closure—​if we see almost all of a photograph, for example, our tendency is to fill in the missing detail so that we perceive a complete photo. This happens almost automatically; we are often not even conscious of our thinking. To complete a cloze activity successfully, the reader does the same thing, and in the process, thinks along with the author.
Figure 12.1 Cloze for Testing and Teaching
	Feature 
	Assessment 
	Instruction 

	Length 
	150+ words 
	At least a sentence; length can vary 

	Materials 
	Usually instructional level or higher 
	Usually independent level; easy for child 

	Deletions 
	First sentence intact; then delete every fifth word for a total of at least 25 deletions 
	Varies; teacher decides 

	Evaluation 
	Exact or close to exact replacements only 
	Synonyms acceptable 

	Follow‑up 
	Usually none, although teacher may analyze responses for syntax or semantics 
	Teacher and student discuss replacements and how/why they were made 


Source: Adapted from Tierney, Readence, and Dishner (1995).
As described in Chapter 3, cloze can be used to test whether a child can read a particular text successfully. When used as a testing technique, the rules for developing and scoring cloze exercises are fairly well set. Teachers have much more latitude in developing cloze activities for instructional purposes. Figure 12.1, which we have adapted from Tierney, Readence, and Dishner (1995), shows the major differences between these two uses of cloze. Although some children find cloze tests frustrating, most students enjoy solving the puzzles represented by instructional cloze activities.
Before children can benefit from instructional activities based on cloze procedures, they need to understand the concept of closure. Oral cloze activities can help in this regard (Leu and Kinzer 1999). For example, the teacher might recite a line from a familiar poem, song, or pattern book, leaving a word out and asking children to replace it. Because the language is familiar, children will easily fill in the blanks. Doing so will help them see that language users naturally fill in the blanks while listening or reading.
Another way to help children understand the principle of closure is to invite children to complete a sentence:
I wish I could eat some _____________.
As children offer possibilities, the teacher can write and affix word cards to complete the sentence. This activity also provides opportunities for indirect learning about print conventions, such as left‑to‑right progression, learning that letters make up words, and developing a concept for word in print.
Oral cloze is also helpful for showing children how to use context and phonics together. For example, the teacher might change the sentence to:
I wish I could eat some c_____________.
Children can then offer possibilities that fit the context and begin appropriately. Often this activity presents opportunities for teachers to distinguish possible completions (e.g., cabbage or celery in the example above) from likely ones (e.g., cake or cookies), which shows children how easy it can be to double-​check their guesses as they read.
To make a cloze activity, the teacher first selects a passage, usually from something children have read. Keep the first sentence intact in order to allow students to develop a contextual background for the text. Words chosen for deletion should be those that can be determined from context and require a variety of strategies to figure out. Instructional modifications include providing initial letters or onsets for the deleted words or cueing the replacement word’s length by the length of the space. Here are some examples from Ludwig Bemelmans’s (1939) book, Madeline:
Cloze 
They left the _______ at_______ past nine in two straight_______ in rain or_______ .
Initial Letter/Onset Modification 
They sm _______at the g_______and fr_______at the bad and sometimes th_______ were very s_______.
Word Length 
She was _____ afraid _____ mice—she loved _______, snow, and ice. 
Once students complete the task, engage them in an instructional conversation about the strategies and knowledge they used to determine the deleted words.
Interactive cloze (Ruddell and Ruddell 1995) is a discussion activity that can help children see how context works to aid decoding. To prepare for this activity, the teacher develops a cloze passage with a few deletions that are chosen to spark conversation. Either individually or with a partner, students complete the passage. Then they join with others in small groups to share and discuss their replacement words. Children are sometimes surprised when others select the same words or when someone shares a completely different, yet sensible, word. A whole-​class conversation can conclude the session.
Indeed, we think that no cloze or maze activity is complete until students and the teacher discuss it. Through discussion, students can share the strategies they use to determine the deleted words. For example, in the preceding cloze, the final blank can be completed by reading beyond the deletion, developing a sense for the items enumerated (_______, snow, and ice) and using that knowledge to choose a word that fits the sequence. This is a nice demonstration of the strategy of reading on when one meets a difficult or unknown word.
Maze (or multiple-​choice cloze) activities can also help children learn to use context. In one version of maze, the teacher provides words to be replaced; the student’s job is to decide which goes where, as in this example from Ezra Jack Keats’s The Snowy Day (1962, p. 7):
One _______ morning Peter woke _______ and _______ out the _______. Snow had fallen _______ the night. [during, window, looked, up, winter] 
Maze activities can also be developed to draw children’s attention to how syntactic and graphophonic information combines with semantic information. To achieve this goal, the options should be graphophonically similar, at least in the beginning portions of words, but syntactically different. Again, from The Snowy Day (p. 28):
(Beater, Before, Befuddled) he got into bed, he looked (if, is, in) his pocket. His (snowman, sandbox, snowball) wasn’t there. 
[image: image]
“I put maze activities on the computer,” says Lou, a second-​grade teacher. “It’s pretty easy, actually. I create a master file and then copy it for everyone. The children enjoy cutting and pasting their choices, and they reread the sentences to make sure they make sense. The children save their work on the computer so that later I can look at what they’ve done.” Cloze and maze activities can also be constructed by retyping a passage with underscores for deleted words. An alternative and significantly less time-​consuming approach is to photocopy the original text and use a dark marker to line out the words to be deleted. Deletions should be numbered, and students can use a numbered answer sheet to record their word choices.
These activities are powerful ways to help students strengthen their abilities to use context. The teacher’s task in all these activities is to help children become accustomed to looking at and thinking about the surrounding context to guess unknown words. Once children understand the principle of cloze, teachers will find it an adaptable instructional strategy.
12.5 Helping Readers See Their Options
What do children think they’re supposed to do when they encounter an unknown word? We routinely ask this question of children who attend our summer reading program, all struggling readers, and their responses are surprisingly similar. Primary-​age children think they’re supposed to “sound it out.” Older students believe that they must “look it up.” Although both of these can be effective ways to solve the problem of an unknown word, we strive to help students see that they have other options, which may sometimes be more successful than their old standbys. We have found that incidental but purposeful in‑process teaching is a powerful way to help children expand their word recognition repertoires.
Perhaps the best time for this incidental teaching comes when a child encounters a difficult word when reading aloud to the teacher. This can be a golden opportunity to help the reader see his or her options. For using context, three types of teacher support are possible, depending on what the reader seems to need.
Some readers need encouragement to predict an unknown word. These are the readers who stop when they encounter difficulty, often waiting patiently for someone else to solve the problem (a surprisingly effective strategy in some classrooms!) To help the reader see that making a guess is appropriate, the teacher can:
· Say nothing for two or three seconds. This silence sends two important messages to the reader: “This is your problem to solve.” “I believe you can do it.” Many teachers find that this strategy alone makes a remarkable difference in their students’ willingness and ability to decode unknown words.
· Ask, “Why did you stop?” to ensure that a word difficulty is the reason and to learn which word is providing trouble.
· Ask, “What would make sense there?” This prompt reminds the reader to make a guess based on contextual clues.
· Say, “Read to the end of the sentence. Now try again. Think of a word that makes sense and looks like [point to difficult word].” A similar prompt is “Look at the word, get your mouth ready for the first sound, and think of a word that would also make sense.” Both of these prompts show the reader a way to use context and graphophonic cues together. They also remind students that clues can often be found after the unknown word and not just before it.
Other readers need to learn how to confirm their contextual guesses as well. These are the readers who make inappropriate guesses but read on, apparently not thinking at all about the sense (or lack of sense) of what they have just said. To help these readers, teachers can:
· Say, “Was that OK? How do you know?” This reminds the child about confirmation, checking that a word is “OK.”
· Say, “How did you decide what that word was?” or “How do you know that word is ______?” These questions, too, point back at meaning, but they also give the teacher a glimpse into the child’s strategies, at least the ones he or she can articulate.
· Say, “Does that make sense?” This directs the child’s thinking to the author’s message and to using context as a confirmation tool.
Children sometimes know they’ve made mistakes but don’t know that they should correct them. These readers typically pause and sometimes look puzzled but read on. To encourage self-​correction, the teacher can:
· Say nothing for two or three seconds to ensure that the reader needs additional support and to signal that the reader is responsible for solving the problem.
· Ask the child to read the sentence again. This enables the teacher to see if the mistake was a careless error or if the reader may have corrected it mentally without saying the correction aloud.
· Ask the child to tell you the sentence in his or her own words and then ask if the sentence makes sense. An alternative is to say, “You said ______. Does that make sense?” Teachers should wait to use both of these strategies until the child has finished reading so that the incidental instruction doesn’t interfere with the flow of the child’s reading. The teacher can simply make note of the problem sentence and return to it later.
Like many of the other teacher comments we have described, these comments guard against the careless error while focusing the reader’s attention on contextual meaning. By basing their comments on what children seem to need, teachers can help children develop a well-​rounded word recognition strategy that takes advantage of all available linguistic cues.
In Conclusion
Contextual analysis is a very important strategy for recognizing unknown words. Determining a word by scrutinizing its surrounding context is efficient and, most often, effective, especially when double-​checked against graphophonic information.
Although filling in the blanks is, to some extent, a natural cognitive activity, some students need help thinking about context clues as a tool for reading. Through activities such as Reader-​Selected Miscues, cloze, and maze, teachers can show children the power of contextual information. Talking about context-​based decision making is particularly critical. And independent reading—​lots of it—​offers students excellent practical opportunities to apply this knowledge about context. Together, these activities can help children see what decoding tools they have and how they can work together.
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