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A Tale of Two Classrooms 
Same Focus, Different Approach 
Picture a first grade classroom at the start of the reading block. Students are gathered in front of the teacher who is quickly
[bookmark: _GoBack]cycling through cards showing the initial consonant digraphs /sl/, /sn/, and /st/ written on them. As the teacher displays each card, students practice making the sounds. After just a minute or two of practice, the teacher drops off materials at small group workstations around the room and says, “Today, for reading, we will be working in centers.” The teacher reminds students of the different center activities and of the rotation schedule and dismisses students to their assigned spots, setting a timer for fifteen minutes. One student settles at a desk situated in the back corner of the room. She slides her fingers into the red plastic holes of a pair of scissors and begins cutting out words from a worksheet. Soon, she is staring down at 18 strips of paper, each one containing a word that starts with either /sl/, /sn/, or /st/. “Those look the same,” she mutters as she begins grouping words that begin with the same initial consonant digraph together. The student does not attempt to decode the words, but rather sorts based on visual appearance. As the 15-minute timer rings, the teacher calls out, “Move to your next center, please!” The student shoots up from her seat and heads to a rectangular table in the back of the room. Looking at a different worksheet with another 18 words, she grabs three different colored highlighters and begins coding words based on the visual appearance of the initial letters in the words. When the teacher who has been circulating among the stations arrives at the rectangular table, the student proudly waves her paper full of yellow, orange, and green marks in the air. “Good job!” the teacher says, quickly scanning to ensure that words had been sorted correctly. Just then, the timer buzzes sounding the end of the second center rotation and the literacy lesson for that day. 
Now imagine another active first grade classroom at the start of the reading block. But, instead of quickly drilling a few sounds and then sending students into centers, the teacher calls students over to a large, multi-colored rug. The teacher raises the first card in a stack of cards and shows it to the group. She places her tongue under the roof her mouth and makes the sound “/sl/.” Immediately after she finishes, the students all chirp “/sl/” in unison. The teacher repeats this activity for two other initial consonant digraphs, /sn/ and /st/. Next, the teacher places the “/sl/” card next to a “/ip/” card on a blue pocket chart. As the teacher points, the students read each card, “/sl/” and then “/ip/.” Then, they blend the sounds together to form the word–“/sl/-/ip/, slip.” Next, the teacher shows a picture of a man slipping on ice to illustrate the meaning of the word, uses “slip” in a sentence, and asks, “Who can use ‘slip’ in a sentence?” The teacher repeats this same process for the initial consonant digraphs /sn/ and /st/. 
After about 10 minutes of forming words and creating sentences, the teacher directs students to move into centers. One student sits down at a small table, snatches a stack of flash cards, turns to another student, and asks, “Will you be my partner?” For a few minutes, the two students go back and forth reading words that contain the featured consonant digraphs, using the chunking and blending technique demonstrated by the teacher when they encounter words they don't recognize. The partners then read a short story together and practice identifying and reading those same consonant digraphs. After reading, the two students talk about the text they just read, using an anchor chart with question stems to guide their discussion. One question, “What did you notice about the words in the story?” prompts the students to discuss the consonant digraph pattern they identified and return to the text to locate and reread those words. 
Ten minutes after the beginning of centers, the teacher asks students to move to the next workstation. The student, his partner, and two other classmates take seats around a kidney-shaped table. The teacher sits in front of them and says, “Let’s review some of the sounds we’ve been working on today.” After a quick refresher, the teacher passes out decodable texts to each student, stating, “You are going to continue reading the book we started yesterday. In this book, there are more words that start with these sounds for you to practice.” The students begin reading to themselves while the teacher helps them with decoding. At the end of the center, the teacher asks questions to help students make connections between decoding, language, and story comprehension. “When I was reading this book with you, I noticed that we read this word a lot,” the teacher says, holding up a card with the word “snow.” “But,” the teacher continues, “the author used the word ‘snow’ in some different ways to help tell us the story. I’m going to show you some sentences, and I want you to think about the meaning of the word ‘snow’ and how it’s used differently in these sentences.” The teacher pulls out several sentence strips. The first says, “Will it snow today?” Another reads, “I hope it snows a lot.” One final strip says, “It snowed ten inches.” Finally, the teacher guides a brief discussion about present and past tense and how students can use inflectional endings to better understand the passage of time within a story. 
These two lesson descriptions are based on observations of two Tennessee classrooms. Both lessons were aimed at common consonant diagraphs. While the students in the first class spent 30 minutes in activities aligned with the target standard, the students did not actually do what the standard asks: "Use foundational reading skills to decode and read words in order to support comprehension of texts." In contrast, the students in the second class spent 30 minutes doing exactly what is specified in the standard while the teacher integrated skills- and knowledge-based competencies into instruction— creating students who are decoders as well as thinkers. 
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