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Roaming Around the Known: Laying the Foundation 
For Success 

Using Clay’s description of Roaming,  
explore ways to engage the child  

in reading and writing,  
focusing on and firming up what is already known.  

With teacher support  
the student acquires confidence to become  

an active reader and writer.  
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The single most important 
factor influencing learning is 
what the learner already 
knows.  Ascertain this and 
teach him accordingly . 
 
    David Ausubel  
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Literacy Lessons  1   
 “Roaming around the known” p.33 - 37 

 
•   The child and the teacher have an opportunity      
     to get to know each other and to develop      
     useful ways of interacting.  
 
•    The teacher works mostly with reading texts     
     and writing texts.  This seems to give the     
     child the feeling that he is ‘really reading and  
     writing’.  



The Art of Changing 
the Brain : Enriching 
the Practice of 
Teaching by 
Exploring the Biology 
of Learning 
 
James Zull  2002  
Stylus Publishing: 
Sterling, VA   
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“So often we conceive of teaching as 
starting with our own knowledge rather than 
that of the learner.  Even when a person is 
showing us directly what her personal 
neuronal networks are like, we still plunge 
ahead with our plan for how to teach her.  
We truly and deeply, but totally erroneously, 
believe that her existing networks are of 
little value.  We ignore what may be our best 
opportunity to change a brain by refining and 
exaggerating the valuable connections 
already there.  P. 117  

Zull, James (2002. The Art of Changing the 
Brain.  Stylus: Sterling, VA 
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“Part of the art of changing the brain is 
recognizing the existing neuronal 

networks in a learner and inventing ways 
for her to use them.  She will do the 

rest.”  p. 118 

Zull, James (2002. The Art of Changing 
the Brain.  Stylus: Sterling, VA 
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Why should we do this  
Roaming Around the Known? 

 Notes taken from Julia Douetil presentation in Ohio  
 

Look at it from the child’s point of view.   
He has had experiences with failure, 

developed ways of coping.  It’s not just 
an absence of learning…he has learned 
confusions, emotional responses to any 
exposure to reading and writing, he has 
learned “pacifity”, helplessness, dislike, 

fear. 
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Engage in conversation p. 34  
 

“The teacher in conversation with the 
child creates opportunities for the 

child to talk and to talk more.   
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Why should we do this  
Roaming Around the Known? 

Notes taken from Julia Douetil presentation in Ohio   
 

We need a child who is a “trier”,  
risk taker, problem solver.  

The aim is to build a bridge for the child  
to cross from the learned emotional 

responses they have learned  
over the past year to the powerful  

more productive,  
more assertive responses that we need. 



Why should we do this  
Roaming Around the Known? 

Notes taken from Julia Douetil presentation in Ohio   
 

Our aim is to remove stress.   
 

Nothing is hard. 
 

Does not feel like he is being tested…   
“What’s this?”  “What’s that?” 

 
  



Why should we do this  
Roaming Around the Known? 

Notes taken from Julia Douetil presentation in Ohio   
  

 
We become the child’s co-worker, share 
the task, remove stress, share things he 

is familiar with, keep tasks simple, 
bearing in mind what the child can bring 

to the task. 



Why should we do this  
Roaming Around the Known? 

Notes taken from Julia Douetil presentation in Ohio   
 

 
Empower the child.   

Only require him to do what he can do so 
he’s not afraid to TRY.  

 
When you give him choices the right 

answer is always very obvious.   
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Part of the purpose of RAK is for him to see how 
reading and writing work. 

He can closely observe you as you model the 
process that is going on in your head to the child. 

   
Give the child the responsibility for doing the 

parts he can do.   
Teach him to use the parts he knows as his part 

of the task as it fits into the big picture.   
 

The starting point is the “known”.  
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Keynotes 
  
Confidence 
  Help move the child from passive to active 
  
Ease 
     Known with no attention to it 
  
Flexibility   
       Child’s known is fluent in different contexts 
  
Discovery  
     Child discovers new responses that he did not 
think he knew and in an un-pressured situation he 
may observe new relationships; discovery comes 
from the child –this is not a time for new 
instruction.  
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APPROPRIATE LITERATURE IN ROAMING  
  

Predictable Pattern 
  

Natural Language 
  

Large Print 
  

Clear Print 
  

Pictures that Support Text 
  

Offers Participation ~ Interaction 
  

Short book  
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Literacy Lessons I p.  
 “Get responding fluent and habituated but even at 

this stage encourage flexibility, using the same 
knowledge in different ways.” 

 
In Roaming  

 
We need to use his known letters and words.  

  
 Pick books with his known words and letters in 
prominent places.  You may need to write the 

books.  
 



Text: 

When you are reading books with him model 
how to use the picture to cross check with 
initial letter.  
 
 (Text has “monkey”)  
“Look at the picture.  Hmmm, that’s a 
monkey.  Let’s check the word and see if it 
starts like /m/ monkey.”) 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
What happens when the student omits the “and”.  Is it because he doesn’t know “and” or is it because that is not the way an excited child talks?  After the running record if you are not sure as the student to show you the word “and”.  
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If you have made notes that his 
responses are slow or that the reading 

was slow in any way we will work for 
very fast, instantaneous responses to 

known words.   
Model how to do it.  
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Fluency 
Read books with language that can push the pace of 
reading.  Modeling the process and inviting the child 
in where text is easy enough to get fluent reading.   

 
There should be no pressure to get it right.  

 
Avoid slow cumbersome reading.  Do not allow this 

kind of reading to perpetuate itself.   
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 Change Over Time. p.20,  
By Different Paths  p. 156) 

 
 Clay’s Journeys  

These help us as a way to think about 
learning.  

From  being new 
to only just known 

to working to get a solution 
to easily produced but easily thrown 
to a well known old response in most 

contexts 
known in any variant form  
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• Moving from very slow 
• To very fast production or very 
fast recognition 
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“The teacher must be the expert 

chooser and sequencer of the 
texts for a Reading Recovery 

pupil…this is critical. ” 
 LL 1  
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ROAMING AROUND THE KNOWN 
 

Help him learn to use what he knows efficiently.   
 

To build up an efficient processing system he 
needs to learn to use what he knows efficiently.  

 
I am selecting the items to make sure he can use 

them.  
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Model Cross checking – 
 Use books with footholds in print for him.  

Model the process. Articulate the thoughts I want 
him to have to learn.   

 
 Don’t require him, invite him in.  

 “Hmmm, can that word be ‘monkey’?”  “Yes! We 
found two ways of checking, the picture and the 

/m/.” 
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Can there be a brief diversion into a 
game with letters and words in order 
to get recognition fast and fluent 

with flexibility?  
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Sorting and Matching  
(always model the process first) 

Letters and words that he knows.  This should be a 
brief diversion using ONLY KNOWN letters or 

words.  Use a timer to make sure you keep it brief.   
“Let’s see how fast we can sort all the ‘a’s into this 

square.” 
  “Sort all the ‘t’s into this circle.”  Make sure the 
letters are different enough that there can be no 

confusion for the child.  The goal is fast responding.  
You may need to model this. 
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BUT  
Are you short changing the value of  

WRITING?  
Clay tells us in By Different Paths to 

Common Outcomes (1998)  
“Writing can contribute to the building 
of almost every kind of inner control of 
literacy learning that is needed by the 

successful reader.” p. 130  
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Are you short changing the value of  

WRITING?  
Clay tells us 

“We can be sure that as children write 
they do some but not all of the following: 
•  They attend closely to some features   
    of letters. 
•   They learn about letters,   
    distinguishing one from another. ”  

B.D.P p. 130 . 



Patsy Conner UALR 

  
Are you short changing the value of  

WRITING?  
Clay tells us 
 
• They work with letter clusters, as  
    sequences or chunks.  
•   The work with words, constructing  
    them from letters, letter clusters, or  
     patterns. ” B.D.P p. 130  



Patsy Conner UALR 

BUT  
Are you short changing the value of  

WRITING?  
Clay tells us 

“In writing, text is broken down to its 
smallest features – letters- and these 
letters are then built into words and 

sentences.”   
Writing reveals the taking-apart and 
building-up potential of the code to 

young children who are trying to write 
and read.” B.D.P. p. 131  



A Mind At A Time   Mel Levine, M.D.  P. 55 

You have to slow down, plan, 
organize your thinking, pace 
yourself, watch what you’re putting 
on paper and pay attention to all 
kinds of small details all at once 
(such as punctuation, spelling, 
capitalization, and use of grammar).  

These demands can be tough for 
those with weak attention controls.  

Writing is one of the largest 
orchestras a kid’s mind has to 
conduct.  
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WRITING BOOKS WITH CHILD 
 

  Write only books that allow him to use his 
footholds in print.  He pops in his own letters or 

words.  Teacher does the rest.   
 

EXAMPLE:  (Use photos of the child) 
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Keeping Records of the activities and behaviors: 
 

The teaching record in RAK is different from the 
Lesson Record you will use later.   

It frees us up from the constraints of what we are 
used to thinking and teaching. 

  
 
 



Patsy Conner UALR 

“Teachers should keep a daily 
diary of useful notes for 
themselves of what happens 
during these two weeks.  This is 
not an invitation for someone to 
design a form.  To ensure that 
‘Roaming around the known’ is 
approached with an open mind, no 
forms should be used.”    

Think about the child’s responses p. 33 
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“Try to capture as many aspects of 
the child’s behaviours  

as you can.  
  

Make yourself specify just how he 
responds.   

 
Put it into words.”  
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The Diary Tells me  
  
 What the child does well. 
 What does he do for himself? 
 What the child does with some help. 
 How much help does it take?  
 What does he do when I prompt? 
 What does he initiate? 
 When does he hesitate? 
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What new things did I find out about him?  
 

What gets him going? 
 

What motivates him?   
 

When does he appear very confused? 
Uncertain? 

 



Familiar Reading:                                                                                                     RAK 
5 
She choses We Like Hats (2)  
Wants me to read first.                    After I read she began reading wd/wd   
Modeled fluent reading                     Continued to read fluently. SC Bella/Rosie 
How did you know?   Starts with an R 
Models reading with !   Smiles and repeats 
 
Pickles (2)     Wanted to read on her own. Began with 
   some hesitation                     
 Modeled reading first line                 Continued with expression, good phrasing 
       “on the …”  “in the…”   
New - Sam and Bingo  
Checks for knowledge of characters     Reading wd/wd using finger 
Show me ‘my’    quickly found ‘my’ 
Use finger to check when it is hard  At POD says “I forgot”  
Think about the story 
Use your finger/helped her point  Was able to figure out word. (no)  
Prompt: Use finger to help you. Check 
Picture.  
 
Writing:  
Chooses stickers to write about  When prompted to say word slowly she can 
   hear beginning and ending sounds and some 
   middle sounds .  
Helped her write ‘are’ and ‘they’ the first  
time. Supported her writing 2nd time.  Only needed to look once and wrote easily.  
Prompted rereading   Reread easily.  
   Knows to end with period.  
Needed reminding for spacing.  
Located known words:  my, look , the  

Patsy Conner UALR 
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Throughout all of this  
I must be very supportive because  

I don’t want him to associate 
unpleasant things  

with reading and writing.  
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“…the most important reason for  
roaming around the known is that  

it requires the teacher to stop teaching  
from her preconceived ideas.    

She has to work from the child’s 
responses.    

This will be her focus throughout the 
program. “ 

 
 Literacy Lessons I    
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