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u This month Chris Turner answers a question

about wild guesses and decoding.

Chris Turner, our learning difficulties consultant, has many years experience helping struggling
students to master new skills. Call the Council to have Chris answer your question about learning
problems.

My student makes a lot of wild guesses after seeing the first letter of the word. Often the word she
guesses doesn’t make any sense in the passage sheis reading. For example, she might read
family when the word isfireplace. What can | do to help her read more accurately?

—Ataloss

Many poor readers have developed this habit. Essentialy, it is a coping strategy in response to
frustration -- they are just trying to get through the passage as quickly as possible. Unfortunately,
it really getsin the way of fluent, meaningful reading. There are usually two different things
going on. First, the student does not know HOW to decode the word systematically. Second, your
student may not expect the words she reads to make sense. Y ou will need to help your student
work on both areas.

In my last column, | talked about the basic principles for devel oping comprehension —
learning to read for meaning:

1) Work oninteresting materia that is at the right level.

2) Spend lots of time on pre-reading to set the stage and introduce

unfamiliar words.

3) Help your student to use comprehension strategies as she reads.

4) Spend time after reading to consolidate understanding and provide

additional practice on difficult words.

This month, | will discuss some decoding basics. Just guessing from the first letter of aword
islike trying to recognize people by looking only at their shoes. Y ou might be able to tell afew
friends that way, but it won’'t help you much with strangers. Teach your student a variety of
strategies to use.

First, keep it smple. Teach decoding separately from comprehension. Thisisvery
important. Working on one thing at atime reduces students’ frustration level and increases their
success.

Second, use good systematic material. Many students need lots and lots of practice with
learning the relationship between sounds and words. Y ou will probably need to choose some
supplementary phonics material to help your student get the practice they need. The Focus on
Phonics seriesis excellent. So isthe Lexia Phonics software. Start at the beginning and work your
way through the material systematically.

Third, help your student understand the basic principles of decoding. Many students feel
frustrated because they have never really understood how decoding works, that

1) Sounds are represented by groups of lettersin a systematic way.
2) Most wordsin English follow regular patterns which can be learned.
3) Words have parts and can be broken into smaller units.



When you are working on decoding and reading together, encourage your student to
takeit dlowly and aim for total accuracy. (Later you can work on speed, fluency and
comprehension.) Students need to look at the word as a whole and at the parts. One useful
technique isto cover up adifficult word with your thumb. Uncover the word one syllable at a
time and decode each small part. Help your student to recognize the root word in the middle of
longer words. This technique hel ps make decoding process more manageable.

K eep positive. With practice, decoding will become easier.

Be patient. It will probably take alot of practice.



