Structured Independent Reading 



Structured independent reading is a designated time where students choose texts to read silently for 15-20 minutes. Kindergarten and 1st grade students often read using a whisper voice. During independent reading, students are able to develop their fluency and apply reading strategies that you modeled during the read aloud or shared reading. 

There are many names given for this type of reading such as SSR (sustained silent reading), DEAR (drop everything and read), and DIRT (daily independent reading time). In order for independent reading to be effective, you must carefully monitor and structure the time. Reluctant readers are not used to reading to themselves. They need to be taught how to do it and then observed to make sure that they are really reading. Recent research cautions about the value of independent time if not carefully structured and monitored by the teacher.

How can structured independent reading be implemented?

1. Designate a given time each day for students to read independently. You may also consider setting guidelines such as “no talking or walking around” and “make sure you have enough books so you will be reading the entire time.” In the beginning of the year, the time allotted averages about 10 minutes. As the year progresses, you should extend that time. Kindergarten students should start with about 10 minutes of independent reading time and build up to 15 minutes by the end of the year. Initially, some kindergarten students may be looking at the illustrations and creating their own stories. 

2. Before allowing students to read, consider making statements referring to strategies that need reinforcing or modeling a strategy. For example, “Today during independent reading, I want you to see what type of connections you can make with the text” or “When you come to a hard word, I want you to see if you can find smaller chunks within the word to help you figure out what it says.” At the end of independent reading, debrief with the students and ask which strategies were applied.

3. Monitor the type of texts that students are selecting. Students should choose books that are at their “just right” level. To determine this level, make sure that the student can read the text with confidence and with minimal assistance. There may be a few words that are difficult, but this will allow the student to practice using the reading strategies. If the student is decoding every single word, the text is too difficult. It is acceptable for students to choose books that are too easy, as it helps build fluency. However, if the students are only selecting easy books or books from the same genre, you should provide other texts. 

4. Although it is ideal for you to read while the students are reading, you should also arrange to conduct reading conferences. During the reading conference, listen to one student read to see which strategies are being used. Monitor the comprehension of the student. You can also decide to take a Running Record as described in Module 3, the Literacy Education Certificate texts, and in On Solid Ground. The information gained in the reading conference can be used for instructional purposes. 

Classroom Management Tips 

The following tips may be helpful in setting up and maintaining an effective structured independent reading time:

· Provide a wide variety of books and magazines, including fiction, nonfiction, and informational text. 

· Teach children how to select books at their “just right” levels.

· Don’t allow anything but silent or whisper reading during this time. 

· Observe closely. Check to see if students have regular left-to-right eye movement and if they are turning pages at the same rate. Are they turning too fast? Too slow?

· Question the students about their reading and have them keep reading logs (see Appendix 4A). 

· Have designated areas for silent reading. Make sure these areas are within your range of vision.

· Model silent reading by doing it with them. If you’re not reading, then monitor or confer with students. Avoid doing other tasks such as correcting papers.

Classroom Application: Structured Independent Reading

Using the classroom management tips above, designate a time each day for independent reading. After one week, complete the Structured Independent Reading Questionnaire on the following page. 

