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Abstract 
Easing Into the First Meeting Before the reading buddies met for the first time, Kathy provided the

fifth-grade teacher with a copy of her class list along with comments about students who might need a

special buddy-students who were English-language learners, very shy, or very active. Later in the

year, after Kathy's students had become comfortable talking with their buddies about the books they

read together, the buddies transitioned to a reading log in which they recorded the name of the book

they read, rated it on a happy-face scale, and responded in writing to a simple question. 

_______________________________________________________________ 
Full Text 
The bell rings, 20 heads pop up, and a chorus of eager voices exclaims, "Are our reading

buddies coming?" Kathy (second author), a firstgrade teacher, has been using reading

buddies in her classroom for many years. She pairs each of her first-grade students with a

fifth-grade buddy, and every Friday afternoon the buddies get together to read. Reading with

their reading buddies has become one of the most memorable experiences for Kathy's first

graders. Yet, in recent years, it has also become apparent to her that there was room for

improvement. While many of the fifth-grade buddies were naturals and interacted comfortably

with the first graders, others seemed uncertain and tentative, not quite knowing what was

expected of them.

After some research, we decided that Kathy needed to make two changes to her reading

buddy program. First, she and the fifth-grade teacher needed to meet with the fifth-grade

buddies at the beginning of the school year to give instruction about how to be a reading

buddy. Second, she needed to add some follow-up activities that would help keep students

on task and reinforce the purpose of their time together.

Getting Off to a Good Start

To make the reading buddy experience a positive one from the start, Kathy decided to meet

with the fifth-grade buddies at the beginning of the school year to offer some training. She

began by reminding them of their reading buddy experiences as firstgrade students. She

explained how the experience would be different for them now that they were the older buddy

and emphasized that they would now take on more of a leadership role and would be
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responsible for choosing a book and supporting their buddy as they read together. Kathy

decided to focus the training on the following areas: choosing a buddy book and coaching the

reading buddies.

Choosing a Buddy Book

The fifth-grade buddies had always brought a book to share with their first-grade buddies, but

sometimes the choices they made were not suitable. Kathy brought in examples of books

that would be appropriate and also samples of books that might not be suitable. The fifth-

grade buddies examined the books, and together with Kathy listed the characteristics of

appropriate and inappropriate books. Kathy provided the fifthgrade buddies with a grade-

appropriate book list, which was posted in the school library and also on the district website

so buddies would be able to refer to it from home. Additionally, she reminded the buddies

that when choosing a book they should keep in mind how much time they would have to read

together (Friedland &Truesdell, 2004). She explained that there would also be times during

the year when the first-grade buddies would be responsible for choosing the books they

wanted to read (Kreuger &Braun, 1999).

Coaching the Reading Buddies

After several years of watching the reading buddies in action, Kathy realized that the fifth

graders would also benefit from some coaching on reading to and with their buddy. When

she met with the fifth-grade buddies, she talked about the strategies she uses as she

prepares for read-alouds with her class. She advised them to preview the book they planned

to read to their buddy by reading it aloud prior to the meeting with their buddy. Additionally,

she encouraged them to be ready to model fluency and read with expression, using different

pitches and even creating distinct voices for different characters (Block &Dellamura,

2000/2001). Another strategy Kathy suggested was to read the title of the book and ask the

first-grade buddy to make a prediction about the text. She also recommended that the

buddies choose some predetermined places in the text to stop reading and talk with their

buddy about the book. Modeling for the fifth-grade buddies how they might decide where to

stop and discuss the text was an important part of this training.

Then Kathy gave the fifth-grade buddies some guidance in reading with a beginning reader

(Caserta- Henry, 1996). She reminded them of reading and decoding strategies they might

have forgotten: sounding out a word, looking for a little word in the big word, looking for word

chunks/word families, separating the base word from the ending of the word, asking what

makes sense, reading on, looking at the picture, giving a synonym, thinking of a similar

rhyming word, and rereading the sentence once a difficult word has been decoded (Block

&Dellamura, 2000/2001).

Finally, Kathy asked the fifth-grade buddies to think about how they would read with their

first-grade buddy. She encouraged them to consider the following questions: Would they take

turns reading? Would they read as a pair together? Also, who would hold the book? Rather

than having the older reader hold the book as some have suggested (Block &Dellamura,

2000/2001), Kathy encouraged the buddies to decide for themselves what felt more

comfortable.



Interacting With Their Buddy

Sometimes the students were not certain what they should say or how they should act when

they were with their buddy. Kathy reminded the fifth graders to say something nice to their

buddy when they greeted them and to smile and say goodbye when leaving. By engaging in

role-playing with the fifth graders, she was ensuring that their first interactions would go more

smoothly (Kreuger &Braun, 1999). The fifth graders also practiced encouragements that

complimented their buddy, and Kathy talked with the fifth graders about what to do when a

buddy was not listening, was not cooperating, or was behaving inappropriately.

Easing Into the First Meeting

Before the reading buddies met for the first time, Kathy provided the fifth-grade teacher with

a copy of her class list along with comments about students who might need a special buddy-

students who were English-language learners, very shy, or very active. The fifth-grade

teacher then made the matches, generally pairing girls with girls and boys with boys.

Because the first reading buddy session could be a little awkward for some students, Kathy

decided to begin the relationship with letters of introduction (Bromley, Winters, &Schlimmer,

1994). The fifthgrade students wrote a letter of introduction to their first-grade buddy, and the

first-grade students replied to the letter and included some information about themselves.

Follow-Up Activities That Added Purpose

Although the buddies clearly enjoyed the time they spent reading together, Kathy wanted to

incorporate a meaningful follow-up activity that would bring social interaction-a vital part of

reading-to the reading buddy sessions. Inspired by the Question Game (Block &Dellamura,

2000/2001), Kathy created fiction and nonfiction question cubes, writing a different question

on each side of the cube. (See Tables 1 and 2 for sample questions; blank cubes can be

purchased at a teacher supply store or can be easily constructed out of milk cartons or sturdy

tag board.) As part of the training, she modeled for the fifth-grade buddies how the question

cubes could be used. When the buddies finished reading their book, they rolled the

appropriate fiction or nonfiction question cube. Answering the question from the question

cube promoted conversation and discussion between the buddies and facilitated critical

thinking about what they had read. It also helped improve reading comprehension (Block

&Dellamura, 2000/2001).

Later in the year, after Kathy's students had become comfortable talking with their buddies

about the books they read together, the buddies transitioned to a reading log in which they

recorded the name of the book they read, rated it on a happy-face scale, and responded in

writing to a simple question. Table 3 lists the questions found in each reading log. The

buddies were not required to begin on page one and work sequentially through the log;

rather, they were encouraged to choose from any of the pages in the reading log for their

response.

The reading buddies spend most of their time reading and discussing their reading, but Kathy

also includes a few seasonal and holiday activities. In addition, when the fifth-grade buddies

went to science camp, her first graders wrote personal letters to their buddies and these were

distributed at a surprise mail call in the middle of the week.



Final Thoughts

The effectiveness of reading buddies is supported through extensive research (Morgan,

2006). In Kathy's classroom, reading buddies support her young readers in both decoding

and talking about the books they read together, reinforcing the idea that reading is more than

identifying words. The reading buddies can be effective cross-age tutors (Wright &Cleary,

2006).

If you've never used reading buddies in your classroom, we would encourage you to explore

the possibility. If reading buddies are already a part of your classroom routine, we hope the

ideas we've suggested will help you to put a new twist on a great idea.

Sidebar

Table 1

Fiction Cube Questions

* Does this book remind you of another book you have read?

* Who was your favorite character? Why?

* What is the message in this book?

* What was your favorite part of this story?

* How would you change the ending of this story?

* What character would you like to be? Why?

* What is the problem in this story? How was it resolved?

* Did you like this book? Why? Give two good reasons!

Table 2

Nonfiction Cube Questions

* What are two things you learned from this book?

* Does this book have a Table of Contents? What are the topic headings?

* Does this book have an Index? What can you find in the Index?

* Did you like this book? Why? Give two good reasons!

* How was the information in this book organized?

* What was the most interesting part of this book?

* Do you have questions this book did not answer?

* Would you want to read another book by this author? Why?

Table 3

Reading Log Questions

* Sometimes we make a personal connection with a story. This book reminded me of:_____.

* Here is a new ending for this story:_____.

* The problem in this story is:_____.

* Here is an important point from this book:_____.

* My favorite character is:_____. My favorite word in this story is:_____. My favorite part

is:_____.

* I like the character _____ because:_____.

* Here is a quote that I like:_____.



* This book made me think about:_____.

* The character Sees:_____ Does:_____ Feels:_____ Thinks:_____.

* I think the author wrote this book because:_____.

* Here are some wondrous words from this book:_____.

* After reading this book, I wonder:_____.

* This is something I learned from this book:_____.

* If I could be a character in this book I would be _____ because:_____.
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