
1 
 

DCDD Hot Topics 

The DCDD Board prepares briefs for DCDD members about topics of interest for 

professionals who serve children and youth with communication disorders and their 

families. This brief focus offers instructional strategies for teaching basic concepts. 

We appreciate your continued membership with DCDD. Please share this message 

with your colleagues and urge those colleagues to become a member of the DCDD 

community of learners. 

 

The 3rd to 4th Grade Transition  

Prepared by Froma P. Roth, PhD, CCC-SLP 

 

Transitioning from 3rd to 4th grade presents enormous challenges for many 

struggling learners. This step up is often described as the point where “learning to 

read becomes reading to learn”.  While this statement is entirely accurate, it also 

is very general. And like all general statements, it lacks instructional usefulness.  It 

offers little instructional guidance for teachers, speech-language pathologists, and 

other professionals about how to meet the individualized educational needs of 

these students.  

I find it helpful to think about specific factors that likely contribute to 

students’ language and literacy learning difficulties at this educational juncture. 

Among these are  
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1. A marked increase in new vocabulary. This uptick reflects much more than 

the number of words a student understands or uses. Students are now 

expected to know what a word means, that words have multiple 

meanings, the definition of words, that words are used differently in 

different contexts and for different listeners, and that words have 

synonyms, antonyms and homonyms. All of knowledge is captured by the 

seemingly simple construct of “vocabulary”.  

2. An increase in the length and complexity of sentences, including  

 a higher proportion of syntactically complex sentences such as 

relative clauses (e.g., The boy who chased the dog was tired), and if-

then constructions (e.g., I’ll go if dad picks drives me) 

 a higher incidence of low-frequency structures such as passive 

sentences (e.g., The boy was chased by the girl).  

It is worth noting that these sentence types occur far less frequently in 

conversations than in written language, in part, because they 

challenge our short-term auditory memory capacities. It takes real 

time to process such sentences especially in rapid, ongoing speech. 

Moreover, a listener, unlike a reader, does not have the luxury of 

reviewing misheard, incompletely- or incorrectly-heard utterances. In 
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contrast, written text is tangible, and the reader/writer can repeatedly 

revisit sections, sentences or words when needed. 

3. An increase in the complexity of noun phrases (e.g., the apple vs. the large 

ripe green apple) and verb tenses (e.g., The boy is crying vs. The boy has 

been crying or The boy must have been crying).  

4. A pronounced shift in text composition, from fictional (e.g., stories, 

descriptions) to nonfictional texts (e.g., science, math, social studies 

textbooks). Stories have chronologically-ordered event sequences 

(beginning, middle, and end) which create coherence and predictability 

for the reader/listener. Nonfiction passages, in contrast, relate factual 

information in a logical but non-chronological manner, and therefore do 

not offer a learner the same level of contextual support. 

5. Increased demands for oral and written production/output.  In-class and 

homework assignments require the generation of larger quantities of 

information. Performance speed becomes an important variable, 

necessitating the faster, yet accurate, application of skills. 

6. Increased expectations to understand/produce varied text forms. These 

include summaries, paraphrases, descriptions, poems, book reports, and 

cause-effect essays. 
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7. An expectation that certain skills are automatized (e.g., decoding; basic 

spelling patterns) 

8. Increased demands for self-directed, independent work and study skills. 

These behaviors require higher-order processing abilities of executive 

functioning and self-regulation. 

9. The need to adapt to different kinds of instructional language (e.g., 

lectures, discussions, peer group projects). 

10. The need to adapt to changes in teacher style, especially when different 

content areas are taught by different teachers, who may have varied 

expectations about learners. 

The cumulative effect of these factors manifest in different ways. One 

student may show a steep decline in overall academic performance. Another may 

suddenly evidence significant learning difficulties that were not previously noted. 

Still another student may increasingly display uncharacteristic disruptive 

behaviors during classroom instructional activities. In these as in all other cases, 

student difficulties must be identified and addressed so that this academic 

transition is a passage rather than a barrier.  


