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What Really Count in Early Literacy Lessons. Barbara Comber; Language Arts, Vol.78, Iss.1, September 2000.
 

Summary:  Barbara Comber is a researcher who studied 100 children from five schools in Australia.  The article follows three learners in a multiage room: Alan, Mark and Tessa.  We are provided information regarding their pre-school experience.  One of the children, Tessa, is becoming bilingual in Greek.  One youngster, Alan, has been hospitalized for what sounds similar to behavior challenges.  Mark, the other student has some type of physical challenge that makes writing difficult.

 

As Comber provides some details about each child’s home life, she provides without meaning to directly state, that Alan’s family is not as privileged as his classmates.  Tessa, though learning Greek from her family and at Saturday School in a Greek church, is not noted as anything other than language experienced.  Mark was noted as being able to play music and skilled in math.  I found Combers’ article a bit biased—she noted skills in math for the higher socioeconomic male, but little information is given for the lower socioeconomic male.  The female was noted as being very capable of language and literacy, having literacy excellence.  It seems a bit biased that the female, once again, is not being commented upon except in the literacy arena.  I would hope that she was not only observed in the area of literacy and not negated out of the science/math field by gender.  Comber did provide plenty of behavioral information, but little work ethos of Alan until near the end of the article.  I cannot put my finger on it, but something bothered me when I initially read this article.  Maybe it was the cultural difference between American or Texas schools in regard to Australian expectations.

 

Connection:  Although this article is somewhat gnawing at me, I think that there are very valid insights.  “…some children appear “ready” for school because they come with a selective repertoire of social and communicative practices upon which school literacy is contingent (2).”  She is accurate, in my opinion that having the social skills in place prior to entering school does allow for a calmer and easier flowing schedule of time and learning for both learners and educator.  When youngsters have not been in social learning situations, educators have to adjust the pace of learning and even the actual learning experiences that revolve around teaching or re-teaching.  Etiquette is often learned during the course of the first few days, weeks and months of school.  
 
It was interesting and shocking to see the way a brainstorming situation came to uncomfortable pauses (5-7).  When either student’s became speechless or inaudible, such as Alan and Tessa were, it was uncomfortable to read, because I have had those pauses of wait time hang there before.  Sometimes I have said to children when I am rushed to “have your question or comment ready when you raise your hand.”  After reviewing the lack of feeling this statement shows, I will gently ask each time this occurs if they need more time and return to them later.  I see connections between this article and my Rushed Read-alouds in a Primary Classroom by Copenhaver.  Sometimes we quash genuine conversation to meet the ticking of the clock.

 

Discussion:  Learners enter the school building with their personal culture and understanding, and the need to differentiate the skills needed by each learner is paramount.  It is vastly important that the educator be in the classroom for the right reasons and that community, daytime family as I call it, be built so that each learner feels connected, cared-for and valued just for showing up.  I found that Comber wanted to make nice little categories and fit youngsters inside these categories. Children are not the higher socioeconomic male or the lower socioeconomic male with behavioral issues! To value children and provide them what is important, the design would be reversed.  We would build our curriculum around the learners in the educational community.
 

Extension:  As I read the article and saw in my mind a face of a child that had just yesterday not had an answer for one of the quick questions I had asked before we dashed off to lunch.  I felt bad for my rushing the read-aloud, my lack of empathy with the little cherub face in my mind and my desire to hit the high points of the story in the least amount of time.    Although this is not the insight the instructors would have liked me to gather from this article, it is none the less, the most powerful article I have read this far, it allowed me to see inside my classroom and I did not like the sight I saw in this instance.  I am sure there were many powerful words of wisdom that were in the article, but I am stuck seeing a little girl with big brown eyes look at me and I brushed her aside because the clock did not allow us anymore time. Shame on me.
