
 

              
      

 
        

  
             

            
             

             
         

           
          

           
             

             
              
               

             
             

 

               
              

               
   

Attributing  Meaning 
Module:  Shared  Reading  
Content  Activity: Coach  

Big Idea: 
• Adults encourage and support communication and interaction. 

Guiding Statement: 
• I attribute meaning to all student efforts to communicate with me or others. 

Before students use speech, sign, or symbols to express a message, they communicate 
with us through their behaviors. In fact, even when using speech, sign or symbols, we 
all continue to use behaviors in our communication. Think about how you make facial 
expressions, noises, and use gestures as you communicate. 

Sometimes student behaviors are intentional and are meant to get another person’s 
attention. However, even an unintentional student behavior can provide an excellent 
opportunity for the adult reading partner to show how behavior communicates a 
message. It can be used to facilitate participation in the lesson. This can be 
accomplished by telling the student what you saw him or her do, what you think that 
means, and honoring the message by responding to it. As an example, if the adult 
reading partner is reading a book and one of the students leans forward toward the 
book, the adult reading partner would say, “I see you leaning closer to the book. You 
want to look.” Then the adult reading partner would move the book closer to the 
student. 

Directions:  
Look  at  the  pictures  below  which  were  taken  during  shared  reading  activities  and  do  the  
following:  

1.  Describe  the  student’s  behavior.  
2.  Describe  what  the  behavior might  be  communicating.   
3.  Describe  how  you  would  acknowledge  the  behavior  and  interpret  what  it  means.  

Remember that  one  behavior might  be  interpreted  in  multiple  ways,  and  that  you  are  
seeing  these  photos  out  of  context.  Complete  each  item below  using  the  behavioral  
interpretation  you  think  is  most  appropriate.  The  first  item is  completed  for you  as  an  
example.  

Coach:   
Words in Italics are examples, but participants are likely to come up with many others. 
When using the activity with a group, participants can work in pairs to co-create their 
interpretations and ideas. Then share the work with the whole group, so the group can 
consider other interpretations and ideas. 
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ATTRIBUTING MEANING 2 
Example: 

The student behavior: Pointing to the picture. 

He might be trying to communicate: That he 
wants to know more about the picture. 

Adult reading partner response: “I see you 
pointing. You want to know what the boy is doing. 
The boy is going down the slide.” 

1. 
The student behavior: Touching the book, 
leaning forward 

She might be trying to communicate: “I want 
the book” OR “What’s that? 

Adult reading partner response: “You’re 
touching the page. Maybe you want the book” 
Teacher moves the book closer. OR “You’re touching 
the rooster. You LIKE the rooster.” 

2. 
The student behavior: Covering his mouth, 
pulling his head away 

He might be trying to communicate: Surprise, 
displeasure, disinterest 

Adult reading partner response: “You look 
surprised. Did that surprise you?” OR “You are 
looking away.” “Maybe you do not like that” OR 
“Maybe you are finished.” 
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ATTRIBUTING MEANING 3 
3. 

The student behavior: Yawning 

She might be trying to communicate: Boredom 
or feeling tired 

Adult reading partner response: “I see you 
yawning. You look (bored) OR (tired). Should we 
stop?” 

4. 
The student behavior: Pointing to a word on the 
page 

She might be trying to communicate: 
Recognition of the word OR asking what the word is 

Adult reading partner response: “You’re 
pointing to that word. Do you know how to read it?” 
OR “You’re pointing to the word. Do you want to 
know what it is?” Teacher reads word. 

Coach  Discussion:  
Help the adult reading partner reflect on his/her responses and how this might apply to his/her 
current students. 

• Were some of these behaviors more difficult to interpret than others? 
o If so, discuss which ones and the possible interpretations. 

• Do your students do these types of behaviors? 
o If so, ask how the adult reading partner currently responds. 
o Discuss how adult reading partner’s current response, compares to this type of 

response. 
• Do you think it is possible that you miss some of the behaviors your students use to 

communicate? What are some examples? 

Tar Heel Shared Reader | www.sharedreader.org | ã 2022 Center for Literacy and Disability Studies, 
Department of Health Sciences, UNC-Chapel Hill 

www.sharedreader.org

