Independent/Sustained Silent Reading Program Ideas
Craig Fox, CCA

I’ve pulled this packet together from several sources.  I’ve copied some documents taken from SSR seminars I’ve attended.  A couple of these I adapted to my own style – you should do the same.  A few I guess I’ve created on my own, which I guess means I can’t remember where I stole it from.

Overall Goals

A robust SSR program can strengthen students in so many ways.  First, active readers enhance their vocabulary, grammar, and reading skills.   Second, students become responsible, active decision makers about their education.  Additionally, the program should foster a natural sense of an interactive reading community.   Finally, it should foster a joy of reading with the goal of turning students into lifelong readers.

Preparation

The biggest thing you need for the program is a large and diverse library.  Year Two we’ll have library in place.  I’ve had mixed success with the three school librarians I’ve worked with.  The best would get very excited when I’d bring my classes.  She’d give talks on all the current and hip titles.  Then, she’d pull over a cart with these titles and more already pulled.  I would also send students to her one at a time during reading when students were ready for another book and couldn’t find a title in class.   

Additionally, a classroom library really helps.  When I notice a student needs a book, I’m immediately chatting with them about their interests and trying to set them up with a book.  A large and diverse assortment of books is necessary.  I never just hand a single book to a student; I hand them five.  It really helps to have them be empowered choice makers at every moment.  

I’ve amassed a significant amount of books for us to share (my friends think I really have a book buying problem).   I’ve tried to amass a wide variety of titles and have become pretty good at choosing books students have been interested in and I’ve found at high school libraries.  If we all have SSR at the beginning of the period, I would have no problem with having students come to my class (maybe one at a time) to check out books.
Intro Activities

The first time I did SSR was student teaching.  It was only spottily successful.  The only intro activities I provided were taking them to the library and sharing the titles they chose.  Students that already enjoyed reading on their own had fun, but the others never warmed up to the project.  I really believe (and have seen since) that if you introduced and support the activity properly, it will be a powerful experience.  

I start SSR activities day one because they provide a fun way to learn about each other.  I’ve included a few intro activities: 
a. ‘Just Right Books’ chart (see SSR1)
b. Reading Suvey (SSR1)
c. Book Dating  (attached)
d. Reading Timelines  (attached)
e. Autobiography Book Covers  (attached)
f. Book Title Share (attached)
Through Activities

I have reading comprise a significant percent of the grade (20%).  If they get behind the project, it bolsters their grade.  If they don’t, it quickly falters.  This reflects my confidence that in just reading a book they enjoy, they will necessarily improve their English skills. 

Students receive an assessment every day.   Two points are possible each day.  For being on time (not tardy or absent), in their seat reading at the bell, and silently reading for the period, they receive one point.  The second point is earned by bringing their book every day.  I keep a log in my grade book where I note what they are reading.  They have every right to change their book, but once settled on a title it should be consistently brought to class.
My assessment time is very valuable.  In wandering through the class, I will usually talk to a fifth of the class and ask how their book is going.  If I notice someone is close to finishing, I discuss what they might read next.  If I notice a student struggling, I will suggest that maybe they haven’t found the right book for them and find them five more.  By the end of the week, every student has received individual attention.

Several times during the week I will end they reading period by casually asking a student about their book in front of the whole class.  I keep the conversation going by pointing out how another student might be reading something similar or by the same author.  I also like asking what they are thinking about reading next.  Students are inspired far more by their peers enjoying books than anything I could ever say.

Another way to keep the excitement flowing is book reports.  While this also serves as a decent assessment, it provides more student led recommendations.  Students give a short oral report advertising the book to class.   Secondly, I have students produce something.  I post a list of book report ideas I took from Teachnet.com that usually inspire them to find something they’d enjoy doing.  You can download it at:

http://www.teachnet.com/lesson/langarts/reading/bookrepts1.html
Beyond Activities
By semesters’ end students should be responsible for a significant amount of reading.  You can take a look at the document by Ms. Bryan to see a guideline.   I give the students a definite number, but am willing to make deals with struggling readers.   

One thing I would love to sell us all on is a Book Passport (maybe there’s a better term).  Every student would have a manila folder that would follow them through High School (the student would retrieve it and bring it to their next year’s class). Inside the folder would be a reading log.  For each book they’ve read, students would enter a bibliographic entry (including page amounts), a short summary, and a brief review (I’ve included a sample chart).    If they read half a book and abandoned it, they could enter the amount they read and an appropriate review.  Additionally, they would label the four sides of the manila folder for each year.  On the appropriate side, they would create a visual stamp (like a sticker on a trunk or a passport stamp) as a representation of what they’ve read.  By the end of the year, they will have created a collage of images.  By the end of four years, they will have a wonderful representation of their High School reading career.  
Additionally, I’ve attached a few final projects for the end of the year.  To keep the kids honest, teachers suggest having the students bring to them the list of all the books they read.  Then the teacher chooses one of the books for the student to do a final project on (that way you can find something you’re familiar with and something that might not have a movie attached).  To keep the student more accountable, you could have an assignment done in class right then.  

I’ve heard of students giving private interviews with the teacher to assess their reading of a book.  I personally think the more you can use these assessments to advertise books to the other students, the better.

In any case, these assessments should be as fun as possible because the systematic reading program creates accountability.  First, the daily assessment keeps students honest and since I’m discussing their books with them at least once a week, I know if they’re reading their book.  At the end of the semester, they can’t just tack on a book they’ve read the year before because I will have had to see them reading it in class.  Also, if we keep a four-year log, we can monitor if a student is just bringing out the same titles.  Additionally, we can make appropriate suggestions to other titles and push them to advance their levels.  If the systems work well, we can avoid heavy handed assessment.   If we can keep reading associated with enjoyment, the more likely the student will be turned on to reading for a lifetime.
I’ve included a few projects I’ve stolen for you to enjoy.
Book Dating Activity 
(this should follow and build upon both the ‘Just Right Book’ activity as well as the sharing of favorite titles)
1. Discuss the idea of book dating.  What could it mean?

a. choosing a book does not mean you marry the book

b. a date is a short/low stress activity

c. a book you choose should be something you like

d. a book should be a right fit for you

e. it should be fun

f. you should feel passionately about your book

2. Have students share ideas of how they find books to read/date

a. Recommendations 

b. authors they’ve read

c. things they’ve heard

d. ask a matchmaker (teacher, librarian, friend)

3. What if they don’t have anything to go on/know any books to date? 


How do you browse for a book?
a. Cover – discuss importance of title, font, color, art, captions, summaries, review quotes, awards, etc.
b. Information Pages – publishing date, dedication, introduction, author information, etc.

c. Five Finger Test – choose a page at random; if you don’t know five of the words on the page, it’s probably too hard; if you know them all, it might be too easy

d. First Page – first sentence, paragraph, and page set the tone for the book including the theme and author’s style


(at each stage, have students hold up books in front of them to illustrate what you’re telling them)

4. Book Dates

a. have students go on five book dates (they can find a few books on their own – they should also borrow books they see on other student’s desks beside them)

b. have them take about five minutes with each book, then record the answers to the following questions

1. Title

2. Why did you choose this book?

3. What information did you get from the cover?

4. What did you learn from opening the book (intro pages, 5 Finger Test, first page)?

5. Do you want to go on a second date?  Why or why not?

5. Have students share information about one date each.

Reading Timelines Activity
1. Identify how we are all readers and have a reading history

a. school books

b. comics

c. read to as children

d. read to at church

e. newspaper/magazines

f. instruction manuals

g. non-fiction texts (travel guides, phone books, letters, emails, internet)

2. Present your own reading timeline 

a. draw a timeline on the board (begin with birth – end with the present – mark off appropriate years)

b. identify important reading events

1. first/favorite book you were read as a child

2. first book or novel you read

3. favorite book you read

4. important/meaningful books

5. significant school readings

6. readings you hated!

3. Have students share some significant events

4. Assign Timeline (provide students with legal computer paper)

a. include at least ten (?) events

b. each event should have one sentence explaining the significance of the event

c. should be filled with illustrations reflecting the reading (draw yourself, download from internet, cut from magazines)

d. neatness counts (they are fun to display around the class – great way to get to know each other)

Autobiography Book Jacket 

(should be done after Book Dating activity)

1. Remind class on elements of book covers

a. reflective title

b. font

c. color

d. picture

e. caption

2. Remind class on elements of a book’s back cover

a. short summary

b. reviews

c. recommendations

d. quotes

e. author information

3. Assignment – Create a book cover for your imaginary autobiography.  Include all or most of the elements discussed.  The cover should say a lot about who you are and this should be consistently be shown in every element (including font, picture, quotes, etc.)

· Neatness counts (these are great to put on the wall)

· Avoid non-descript choices (ex. Title – “Me” or “My Life”; Quotes – “This is an excellent book.”; Color – black and white because I’m boring)

· Can be produced electronically or not (you don’t need to be a great artist – just show effort and a willingness to show yourself off)

Book Title/Author Share
1. Everyone has a favorite book.  Have students freewrite about their favorite book.  It can be anything – something from childhood, school, or reading independently.  

2. Clear your front board.

3. Share your own favorite title.  Write the title on the board.  Talk about it for a minute.

4. Have each student share a title and a brief statement of recommendation.  Write each title or author on the board.  Keep the discussion going with connections to other books.

5. By the end, your board should be filled to capacity with titles.  Students can begin hearing and seeing titles they might want to read for SSR.

Literature- Exploring Genres

adventure    crime    horror    romance    science fiction  
  fantasy    western    mystery
Literature can be divided into two main categories, fiction or non-fiction, but there are many different sub-divisions.  These are called genres which are a French word meaning “kind”, “sort”, or “type”.

Group Project:

Your group will look at each one of these genres and generalize their typical characteristics.  For example, romances usually have melodrama and end in marriage.  Westerns have dialogue and setting which are typical and there are many stereotypical characters, horses, cowboys etc.  After your discussion you will imagine an original story for each genre and develop the following elements.  You will not actually write this story, but have some fun with it, be creative and maybe you will have an opportunity to actually write the story some day.
Choose 4 from the list above and do the following:

1.  Title of the story

2.  Opening line for the story – it should reveal a great deal about what the reader can expect from the story and be typical of the genre.

3.  Create a list of character names – reflect on how names can be intentionally symbolic.

4.  At least eight lines of dialogue between two of the main characters – use correct punctuation.

5.  Create a setting and a time period for your imagined story which reveals the genre.

Individual Project:

On your own, you will pick one of the imagined stories from your group work, and create a book jacket for it.  Your book jacket will be creative, colorful, artistic and neat.  It will include the following:

· Title

· Color

· Picture

· Caption

· Short summary on back

· Recommendations

· Quotes

· Author information

(this activity was created by Robin Duncan, CCA)
