The state of Iowa, in an attempt to create a list of uniform standards across the state, is beginning to implement something called the Iowa Core Curriculum (ICC).  This document mandates not only what must be taught in every district across the state, it also suggests how it must be taught as well.  One major focus of the "how" is a decline in what is termed "teacher-centered instruction," in favor of more progressive "student-centered" approaches.  The strategy of "lecture" has become something of a forbidden fruit for classroom teachers in the eyes of the ICC, and the ICC is not alone.  My current principal has told staff members that they should never lecture for more than 15 minutes.  I also remember a speech given by Todd Whitaker (author of What Great Teachers Do Differently) to hundreds of high school teachers in which he asked audience members how many of them thought lecturing was an effective teaching strategy.  Approximately 10% of hands went up.  Whitaker went on in his speech to refute the majority's claim, and further evidence for the need for "teacher-centered" approaches in the English classroom exist in the texts Readicide, With Rigor for All, and Models of Teaching.  Direct instruction is under assault in English classrooms today, but it is a necessary strategy in aiding students in reaching their potential as learners and readers.

 
Educational psychologist David Ausebel is cited in Models as one of the major proponents of the usefulness of direct instruction (189).  In order to organize and convey large amounts of information to students as meaningfully and efficiently as possible, Ausebel advocates for direct instruction as an "advanced organizer" for student learning (189).  "New ideas can be usefully learned and retained only to the extent that they can be related to already available concepts or propositions that provide ideational anchors" (192).  The text goes on to cite a study that "supports the notion that what is taught will be learned.  If we present material to students, some of it will be learned.  If it is presented with an organizing structure, somewhat more will be learned" (195).  Teacher-led instruction efficiently builds students' prior knowledge, which provides the scaffolding they need in order to further build new knowledge.  This reality has a significant impact on reading.  Not only does direct instruction provide the background knowledge necessary to understand many difficult texts, it also "can be shaped to teach the skills of effective reception learning. . .  This model can increase effectiveness in reading and in other 'reception' activities" (199).

 
The question now becomes how to effectively use this strategy to improve reading in the English classroom.   Jago alludes to several key ways, beginning with theory from Vygotsky.  Says Vygotsky: ""The only good kind of instruction is that which marches ahead of development and leads it" (3).  If we are to stretch student learning, we must give them texts that challenge them and push them beyond their current comfort and ability level.  Jago adds that giving students work they can complete without the aid of an instructor is "shortchanging" them (72).  Do we as educators eventually want to provide students the freedom to perform on their own?  Absolutely.  However, if they are to be pushed, they must be shown the way to begin.  Without teacher-centered instruction used as the "advanced organizer" that Ausebel advocates, it is nearly impossible for them to grow.  

Jago's main premise throughout the text is the need for teaching more classic literature in English classes.  In order to do that, though, teachers must help students realize that a distinct difference exists between recreational reading and rigorous reading.  Students don't innately know that reading Seventeen magazine or A Child Called It is a much difference experience than reading Beowulf or Hamlet.  Students must be prepared to adjust their reading strategies (26, 56).  They must be taught how to read the texts that are essential for their development.  My mistake in the past has been mentioning that the reading is different and stopping there.  I should have been teaching how those texts should be approached and what strategies students would need to be successful.  My lack of direct instruction in this case hurt my students' chances at not only embracing the classics, but also understanding them.

 
Teacher-centered instruction also has direct implications in erasing the achievement gap between socioeconomic classes.  Jago cites author Lisa Delpit's writings calling for an alternative to child-centered approaches for those who enter school with a knowledge deficit.  "Schools must provide these children the content that other families from a different cultural orientation provide at home.  This does not mean separating children according to family background, but instead, ensuring that each classroom incorporate strategies appropriate for all the children in its confines" (38).  

 
Gallagher echoes this sentiment in his book.  By the time students reach kindergarten, a gap of 32 million words already exists between children in literacy-rich homes vs. those "linguistically impoverished homes" (32).  These students understand less and they have less intellectual capital on which to build new learning.  We cannot afford to simply let them "discover" the background knowledge so necessary for their skill development.  The most efficient way to bring them up to speed, or to at least provide them the information they need to understand what they are reading, is often through direct instruction.  Gallagher cites E.D. Hirsch's work in his book The Knowledge Deficit, which displays schools' shortcomings in this area.  "They are only paying lip service to the well-known scientific finding that background knowledge is essential to reading comprehension.  Little attempt is made to enlarge the child's background knowledge" (34). 

 
Gallagher takes this stance: "I cannot hand my students challenging literary works and tell them I will meet them at the finish line.  They do not have the skills to take that journey on their own.  I am a teacher, not an assigner . . .  My job is twofold: (1) introduce my students to books that are a shade too hard for them and (2) use my expertise to help them navigate these texts in a way that brings value to their reading experience" (94).  One of the practical applications of this is what he calls moving students from the guided tour to the budget tour of a text (79).  I love this analogy.  At the beginning of a difficult text, Gallagher understands that students will need more direction and support from the instructor, or a "guided tour" of the first few chapters.  They aren't familiar with how the book is written, what the author is trying to accomplish, why some of the details will be important later in the text, etc.  They need to get into a reading flow, and they simply can't on their own.  Teacher-centered instruction is necessary to provide the foundation.  Then, as comfort increases for students and they've been properly scaffolded, Gallagher takes a more hands-off approach, or a budget tour for the students.  Using this approach, the instructor is neither throwing students in a situation in which they can't succeed (underteaching), nor are they in the way (overteaching).

 
The "sweet spot" of classic literature is another term used by Gallagher (93).  By this he means the greatness or the value that he wants students to take from the literature, whether they end up liking the texts or not.  In order for this occur, a teacher must often lead students in that direction through their teaching.  The instructor can lead close reading selections of the text that point towards that "sweet spot."  They can select the appropriate background knowledge to present to students that will allow them to understand the concept more fully.  

 
One way to focus student reading in this direction is through Gallagher's "Big chunk/Little chunk philosophy" (99).  It's another approach based on striking a balance between underteaching and overteaching a text.  In this teaching strategy, students do a great deal of "Big chunk" reading on their own, but the instructor selects several "Little chunks" to highlight in class for students to engage with in 2nd and 3rd draft reading.  Students then have both the direct instruction they need from an expert to see much of the value in the text while also having the freedom to discover and analyze and appreciate the text on their own.  


My own experience supports these findings.  I began my career using much more direct instruction in the classroom than I have the past couple of years.  I got weary of students looking to me for “right answers” as all the time and tried to prepare them for college more by asking them to obtain the information more on their own.  I’ve really tried to step out of the way of students’ experiences while reading texts and allow them more freedom.  Results have been mixed.  Some really creative ideas have come from advanced students.  Less advanced students have probably struggled more.  Students have asked for more teacher-led discussions about difficult texts.  While I know I can’t switch everything I do completely towards teacher-centered approaches, I’ve realized that striking the right balance is essential in maximizing the potential of my young readers.
