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Caution: Martin is a six-year-old, African American, Reading Recovery student 
who I had the privilege of observing during his Reading Recovery lessons last 
spring.  While we must all recognize that race is a critical aspect of children’s 
identities, there is no one way of being African American and the insights I share 
in this presentation do not apply to all African American children.  What I hope to 
reveal is how careful observation and responsive teaching alongside attention to 
differences in cultural expectations can help us to establish strong relationships 
with children to support their literacy learning. 
 
Lessons Learned: 
 

1.)   Teacher strengths (i.e., patience, praise, ignoring undesired behaviors, 
sense of humor) can be counterproductive if they do not resonate with the 
child’s expectations for interactions with adults. 

 
2.)  The amount and kind of help provided to young readers is critical 

especially if independence is valued by the child. Some children need 
opportunities to be in charge. 

 
3.)  Anticipate that there may be confusions related to differences in language 

use.  We need to deal with these without frustrating the student. 
 

4.)   Be careful not to buy into deficit myths about children or their families.  If 
you cannot respect the child’s family the child will have difficulty respecting 
you. 

 
5.)   Resist having lowered expectations for some children.  This pertains to 

both reading and behavior. 
 

6.)   Remember that some children need to physically move around.  
Consider which things in a lesson could be accomplished at the board. 

 
7.)   Find out about the child’s interests and funds of knowledge.  His/Her 

interests may not be the same as yours or the same as you would expect 
from a child who shares your background.  You may need to learn a little 
about the things that interest the child. 

 



8.)   If you are of a different ethnicity/race/culture/class/religion than your 
student, this might matter.  If you are White remind yourself of the legacy 
of privilege you have benefited from and what your being White may mean 
to a child who is not White. 
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