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Using lesson study to develop the teaching strategies used in early
years guided reading to facilitate independent reading

Rachel O’Connor, Helen Lewis and Dave Harrop

St. Christopher’s Primary, Speke, Liverpool, United Kingdom

Abstract

Background: The purpose of the study was to improve the consistency and effectiveness of
guided reading sessions across key stages in a school with a high percentage of free school
meals and children with learning difficulties. The study aimed to identify areas for improvement
and measure the impact on pupil learning and progress.

Aims: The main aim of the Lesson Study was to improve the consistency and delivery of guided
reading sessions across key stages, with a focus on assessing and challenging pupils, and to
make sure that pupils reach their full potential..

Methods: The Lesson Study team focussed on improving guided reading consistency and
delivery. Reading was modelled using big books and a pointer and this impacted children’s own
reading. Three teachers worked together to plan and deliver lessons, focusing on specific case
pupils. Targets were set and progress was measured through observation and pupil interviews.
Impact on learning and practice was evaluated.

Findings: Lesson study on guided reading provided valuable insights and enabled changes with
with measurable impact on pupil learning and progress. Small changes, such as modelling
reading in page order, made a big difference. Children were able to assess their own progress
(identifying books as ‘too easy’) and were also eager to learn more letter sounds.

Implications: Lesson study improved consistency in guided reading sessions, increased pupil
confidence and progress, and highlighted the need for continued focus on independent reading
skills. It could be a beneficial and supportive CPD model if used more widely, especially for
supporting newly qualified teachers.
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Context

St Christopher’s school is located in Speke, an area of deprivation. Our school is two form entry
with a high percentage of free school meals. We want our children to reach their full potential and
thrive. We have developed good community links.

In Foundation Stage the starting points of our pupils is well below age expectations on entering
Nursery however the majority of pupils leave reception having made good progress . Our curriculum
is child led and allows the children to explore their understanding through practical activities to
become independent learners.

There is a high percentage of children with learning difficulties but as a whole school we have
developed and continue to work on consistency across the school to make sure these children
continue to make good progress. Whole school tracking systems help to identify early any children
who may require additional support. We offer lots of intervention groups and after school activities.

Our focus for Lesson Study was on guided reading as reading is part of our school improvement
plan The team is also in charge of monitoring Literacy throughout the school and Lesson Study was a
chance to make sure there was consistency in its delivery.

The group is made up of three teachers. Rachel represents the Early Years and has responsibility
for Phonics across the school. Helen is the Reading recovery teacher in our school. Her background is
therefore accelerating the learning of pupils who need additional reading support within Key Stage 1.
Dave teaches in Y6 and is a member of the SMT. Dave is the overall Literacy Lead and has the bigger
school picture in mind when sharing ideas with the team.

Aims of the Lesson Study, Classes and Case Students

Ofsted identified that the school needs consistency with assessment to inform planning and set
challenge and guided reading had been a focus of our school improvement plan for the last couple of
years. It would also be more insightful for Helen to focus on reading given her Reading Recovery role.

Our overall aim was to check consistency over the key stages of the guided reading session. We
wanted to improve the way we deliver our sessions to get the most out of our children’s learning
experience. It also gave an opportunity to see differentiation across the key stages.

We used our book banded reading schemes and the proforma for planning we had all been given
when planning and delivering our lesson study sessions.

Working within the early years the group of children | chose to work with was my higher ability
group. My cycle fell in November and the children were just settling in to our routines and structures.
| felt the higher group had the confidence and maturity to speak and learn even in the presence of
unfamiliar adults. My case pupils were my most confident.

Case Pupils

Case pupil A has a good level of vocabulary for a 4 year old. He is very confident and likes to be
part of activities both independently and with adults. As A was able to tell a story with confidence
using only pictures | felt he was ready to be challenged with text to apply his phonics skills of sounding
out and blending.



Case pupil B has an extended vocabulary and loves communicating her ideas and thoughts. This
confidence can over shadow her actual ability levels and this is why | chose B for lesson study. Again
she was able to tell a tale with pictures and this would allow her to utilise her phonics skills as well.

During our lesson study cycle both pupils were working within the 40-60 months band for
literacy/reading and within phase 2 for Letters and Sounds, alongside the other members of their

group.

First research lesson (RL1)

7.11.2012: Topic ‘Top Cat’ (from the Oxford Reading Tree Stage 1+ Phonics programme)

Feeling the pressure more today with the spotlight on my teaching! This was the second cycle of
our lesson study. | did find though that It focussed my planning and made sure | was more thorough.

This was the first time | was using a book including text with the children and therefore | wanted
them to access their letters and sounds knowledge and skills. This was my focus for the lesson and my
pre reading activities were focused on this.

| hit a stumbling block quite early on as one of my case pupils was absent therefore there was
only one focus child for this session.

The post lesson discussion highlighted that case pupil A had achieved most of the success criteria
| had planned for him during the lesson. He had surprised us as he was using higher order skills as he
would double check words by sounding them out to see if he was right. He had also identified
exclamation marks within the text. | had also been impressed by the rest of the group as they were
made up of children who were less confident but more able than our case pupil but they had actually
participated in reading aloud.

The pupil interviews did not really reveal anything out of the ordinary but Dave was impressed
that he had overheard A tell a fellow pupil “I loved that page, | loved the whole story” during the
pupils pair share.

Targets for Lesson 2

My targets for lesson study 2 were to introduce further letters sounds and continue the
repetitiveness of the skills currently taught to embed pupils learning. Focus on page order strategy.
When | read the notes though | noticed that A had become distracted and this had not been
mentioned during our discussion so | am conscious to address this in the next lesson.

Second research lesson (RL2)

14.11.2012: Sam’s Pot (again, from the Oxford Reading Tree Stage 1+ Phonics programme)

Focus child B absent again — attendance on Wednesday to be investigated.

Was conscious in this session to address the issues and targets we had decided on from last time.
As we highlighted children tend to miss a page in their books | modelled this strategy using a big book
and pointer and the children responded well to this especially focus child A. | also wanted to try
hearing individual reading during this session as | was conscious last lesson very adult led. In this
lesson one of my pupils was very disruptive.



The discussion time allowed us to speak about the lesson and made me feel better about what |
had done as | had been so preoccupied by the disruption and feeling that | had not addressed last
week’s targets. However | was praised for the way | handled the situation and reminded that the
focus is on the learning and progress that the children make in the lesson.

Case pupil A had made improvements from last week and really responded well to the strategy
cards and could remember them all. He also identified straight away that | was “making a mistake”
when skipping the left page in my text. A was accessing the strategy cards and prompts during the
session especially when looking for the sounds of capital letters. It was noted that this session he
stayed on task even with the behaviour of certain individuals. Dave noticed that A might have slight
speech impediment as saying ‘g’ for ‘c’. In the pupil interviews he stated the book was “too easy”.

Targets for Lesson 3

My targets for next session are to try the independent readers again as felt the lesson lost pace
and children got distracted when left alone. We noted that this is a skill to practice as independently
children turn pages but if an adult is present they become dependent on their help.

Third research lesson (RL3)

21/11/12 - ‘Dig, Dig, Dig’ (again, from the Oxford Reading Tree Stage 1+ Phonics programme)

Case pupil B was in! For this lesson | adapted how | was listening to the individual readers and
instead of moving around the children | got them to take turns to read pages aloud each. | was
aware that the children can lose focus when not working with the adult so this is something to
continue to work on so that children continue to be engaged and on task when working
independently in the session.

Case pupil B’s absences from the previous lessons had a visible impact today as she was
struggling with some of the tasks in this lesson. This was highlighted when | asked the children to find
the middle vowel sounds and she was always trying to find the initial sounds. Case pupil A however
was continuing his learning journey and using the skills he had learnt in previous lessons. It was also
noted that the quieter members of the group had gained confidence in reading aloud and
participating within the three sessions.

Both case pupils revealed in their interviews that they had enjoyed the element of surprise in the
ending of the story as they were both expecting to find treasure and not bugs. They were also eager
to learn more letter sounds.

As a team we could see improvements in all the children and that repetition was the best way to
ingrain the learning of these young learners. As my focus had shifted this week to the independent
readers rather than a strategy focus, children were going back to leaving out pages so it was
suggested that | could model this again consistently until the children do this independently.

Impact on pupil learning and progress

Even though our lesson study was only a three week period the impact on pupil learning and
progress was measurable and this has been made more clearly visible by the absence of one of the

case pupils in the group. Having her as a focus child made me aware of a pattern into her attendance
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and | often noted that the next day she would be back in school. These short term absences over a
period of time though will impact on her learning and her targets are now different from the rest of
this group and potentially she may have to change groups.

The children made progress and this growth was noted within the confidence of the group. The
group was initially split into two categories of children, those who had the knowledge but were quiet
and less confident to share and those who were very confident and vocal but needed more help in
applying their knowledge and skills. Research lesson 1 and 3 clearly highlighted how much the
children had gained in confidence as the children who were quieter initially were now participating
and being involved and the more vocal children had more thought and detail into what they were
discussing rather than shouting out the first thing that came to mind.

What was nice to see as well was an eagerness to read and being able to discuss what they had
read.

Impact on practice and future teaching

Having the luxury of time to discuss a lesson with colleagues and really analyse what had been
learnt and how we could tweak teaching to improve pupil’s progress was so insightful and beneficial.
The three heads are better than one approach allows you to utilise the different skills sets of
colleagues and this is something that previously | would never have considered. It also showed how
small changes do make such a big difference even if it's something as obvious as who children sit by
and it can be these little details that can often be overlooked in a busy classroom environment. In
future | will be more aware of what is going on in class as | teach and use the adults in our class to
observe the children in group situations to see if there can be any minor changes that could make a
bigger impact on learning.

My aim is to get our children to be independent readers and the lesson study has alerted me to
the fact that some children (when an adult is present) lose their independent skills during child
initiated time. | would often see children sharing stories in the book corner turning pages and
attempting words without prompting but when it came to our guided reading sessions, unless asked
some children would not turn the page to move on. This is something that | will continue to monitor
and address as a result of lesson study.

Impact on departmental and school approaches to teaching, learning and CPD

This is something that is still in discussion within our school currently. It is a method of
professional development training that we feel could be very beneficial in maintaining the consistency
across the key stages in the delivery of guided reading. It could also be considered in supporting
NQTs/RQTs develop their practice. We just need to address time/cost issues and plan ahead as to
how this could be rolled out as a model in our school.

Personally | would consider this approach for the training of phonics within our school as a way
to disseminate the extended knowledge | have as a CLLD lead to colleagues who lack confidence in
the teaching of Letters and Sounds and to develop my own understanding of how higher phases are
taught and delivered. | could see the potential of Lesson study as a CPD model though in any subject

area.



Personal reflections

Having the time to speak to colleagues about learning in both my own class and across the key
stages has been insightful. Seeing how the same guided reading model is used from Early Years right
up to Year 6 has allowed me to see how each key stage differentiates and has different reading
priorities but how each feeds into the other. As a practitioner it has helped me gain confidence to
have the reassurance of colleagues that teaching strategies | use are impacting on learning. Being
part of a team to critically analyse the lessons is more supportive than a standalone observation.
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