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Curricular Experier.ces

The Currlcular Experiences of Low Achieving First Graders Iin a Whole

lLanguage Program

A measure of the succeso of the whele language movement ic
that journals are now inel’ ‘ing commentaries by cutside observers in
addition to testimonials by the movement’s leaders and new converts.

In an introcduction to an entire |ssue of

doyrnal devoted to whoie language, Hoffman (1989) notes that the
concept is still far from developed and calls for informed debate and
dialogue. Pearson (1989) contributes toc the dialogue by identifying
both positive aspects of whole language (e.Q., the use of integrated
curricula and authentic texts) and potential areas of cencern (e.g.,
the toacher’s role in inscruction). McCaslin (1989) suggests that the
task now facing whole langQuage advocates is to critically investigate
the issue of implementation. A1l agree with McCaslir that continued
dialogue should be conducted without glibly dismissing alternative
concep tions of reading and of research.

In a different climate, the work of Stahl and Miller (1989}
might be dismicsed out of hand by whole language advocat:s. These
researchers synthesized the results of conparisons between basal
reading approaches and whole language or language experience
approaches by using meta-analysis and vote-counting procedures. They
concluded that the two types of approaches were approximately
equiveiont {a their overall effeocts on standardized and
nonstandardi zed measures and on measures of both attitude and
achlicvement. However,; whole language appronches were found to be more

evsective at the level of Kindergarten or reading readiness than &t
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first grade when formal reading instruction is introduced. The
explanation for this differential cffect is that whole !anguage
approaches are well-culted to teaching basic print concepts such as
directional ity but are not sudficiently systematic to assist seme
children in mastering deceding efficlently. Factors such as assigning
tasks that are only indirectly related te reading interfere with
efficiency of instruction.

This inefficiency may negatively impact children who are at
risk of scheol fa.lure. As defined by Slavin (i989), “at risk® refers
to students whose intelligence is within normal limits but who are
feiling to achiove the bzsic skillis necessary for success in school
and in life. The practical definition includes Tow achieving students
who are eligibie for compensatory or special education services. Sueh
students may be served In one of three major types of programs:
compensatory or other remedial! programs such as Chapter I, special
education programs, and general education programs.

Slavin, Madden, and Karwelt (1989> have identified several
themes common among effective programs for at risk studente. First,
the quality of the programs that are implemented matter more than the
setting in which remedial or special education services are provided.
Second, puliout programs are often poorly coordinated with the gencral
education program. Third, effective classroom and pullout programs
for at risk students accommodate individual needs while maximizing
direct instruection. Fourth, teaching behaviors asscciated with
csutstanding achlevement gains for students pulied out for special
instruction tend to be the same as behaviors that are effective with
all! students. These behaviors invelve active instruction in which the

teacher transmits the content of lessons, rather than relying on
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worksheets, books, supplemental molerials, etc. (Crawford, 19P8%;
Larrivee, 1989).

The issue of progran coordination meri ts elaboration.
Consistency between genterad e ducation and special programs is often
referred to as congruence. Wialp amd Walmstey (I9PBP) identify three
types of congruence: protechr a1, instructional, and philosophical.
Instructionatl incongruemce is. frequently cbserved between geoneral
education and special programrs, AY¥lington and Johnoteon (1989) report
that conflicts arise in sewer &l areds. Strategies used to control
text difficulty may differ 3 n atwwral |anguage may govern one program
and orthographic reguiar-ity t he other. The assumed hierarchy of
learning may conflict when coumprehension of whole text is emphasized
in one setting and decoding i s emphasized in the other. Instruct:onal
strateglies may vary, as when learner-directed instruction dominates
one setting and teacher—digrec tech dominates the other. These
differences often stem ¥#romip hil osophical incongruence; reflecting
differences in beliefs wbost the nature of reading, reading
disablliity, and the roles o©f teachers and students in instruction.

Few studies have ¢rit ically examined whole language programs
as Implemented with at risiK; low achieving students. Fewer still have
investigated the congruente b etween whole language classrooms and
special services. In an umpudli shed study, Lindsey (1988) compared an
integrated reading and ! angua ge arts curriculum with a2 traditional
besal curriculum at the primay lewel. The majority of differences in
both the overall compari soris and the separate analyses of low
achievers wero non-signi flein t. Significant differences in
achievement were found to Fwor first graders in the basal pregram in

word analyeis. The purpose of thic paper is to better undsretand the
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disappointing results in reading at the first grade level by
investigating the curricular experiences of the low aschievers., Q¢
intorest is the quality of the programs they participated in and the

congruence between their clacsroom and pullout programs.

Me thod

Subjects

The study was conducted in a lower-middlie class community
iocated in the Pacific Northwest during the spring of 1987. The
target classrcom was a first/second grade combination taught by «rs.
Starr. She was highly regarded in her district as an effective
teacher and as an instructional leader. She was enthusiastic about
the program she implemented and con~-itted to making it work. She was
also particulariy interested in (ts application with Tow achieving
children. She requested to have at risk students assigned te her
classroom, and she insisted on reducing the time spent by eligible
students in pullout programs.

Three first graders were nominated as low achievers by Mrs.
Starr. The three children participated in the full range of service
delivery options in the scheol. John speni the entire instructional
day in Mrs. Starr’s ciassrcom. Ginny was puiled out of the classroom
10 minutes daily to receive remedial help in reading comprehension in
the Chapter I program. Michae! was pulled out of the classrocom 23
minutes daily to receive help in reading comprehension and word attack

from the speclal education teacher in a resource room setting.
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Frocedures

The reading programs implemented for John, Ginny, and Michael
were invostipated primarily throuph classrocm observation. @all
ochservations were made by tﬁe researcher; whe assumed the rale of
unobtrusive nonparticipant. Informal conversations with teachers,
sunmarized In Journal entries, provided addit{onal insight into their
auperiences. In addition, chiidren’s written work was informally
examined. Notations about the nature of the task and the quality of
students’ responses were made.

Each of the three low achievers was observed con a different
day. During the day’s observation the researcher observed all
instructional events that occurred curing designated reading periode,
in beth Mrs. Starr’s classroo. and pullout programs. & protocol was
generated on the bacis of continuouse observation of the actiong of the

student.
Date Analysis

The observation notes were reviewed after the completion of
the study. Fidelity of program implementation was deserlibed by
camparing recommendations from program guides with notations relating
to instructional eventsy these comparisons were triangulated with
informa! conversationo with teachers. Student responses were
described by compering notations of students’ actions with expected
student responses, as outlined in program guides. These comparisons
were troiangulated with notations relating to informal examinations of

student work. Time notations for tecacher—-student interacticns were

7
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re
claspified as lasting 19 seconds or less, 16-30 geconds, 31 seconds to
one minutes, two to thres minutes, and continuous {susta ined

interactions lasting more than three minutes).

Materials

1a (Success). Suctess is an

integrated reading and language arts instruction program designed for
students in Kindergarten though sixth grades. Key compomerets include
use of students’ own language and everyday reading mater ial 5, no
abitity grouping, and daily¥ composlition and recreatiomtl readinge.
These characteristics comport with the description of whole language
classrooms by Watson (19689).

The instructional program in first grade (Adams, [#78>
consists of five modules, each intended to last 30 mirUt2s- Three are
of interest In this investigation. What follows is a sSurmary of their
intended purposec and expected student recponses, sfomg with a
description of materials observed in use. The obdectives of each are
described in the author’s own words.

The purpose of the “Phonice/Spellirg® module I8 to teach
students the strategies (e.Q.; sound-symbol associaticone ) mececssry to
decode with comprehension any word In the language ther wish to reac,
The teacher begins by announcing & focus for the Tesson (tag., “words
with sk, two syilables®). Studints are expected to indi viclually
velunteer words and sentences containing the focal elements (e.¢.,
*basket®; "Tammy went skatling"?, answer teacher gquestion ot mbout word
attack or vocabulary, and orally read the resulting chdr ¥ § n wnison.

Students then Inderendertly copy the chart and/er write their own

8
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sentences contelning the ¢ocal element. At thic time the tea-her
circulates and asks individuals to orally reoad their texts and

discusses word attack elements. Michae! was pulled out of this
component for special servicesf charts produced during oboervations of

Jehn and Clinny illustrate the typlcal text produced by the ArOUD 8

*Singing ie fun,;® S81d Semmee. My uncle is funny.

The movie had a happy ending. Ko | B8 FUROY.

Cind! Lauper (e a singer. You are ruaning.

B is mending her sock. People are digaing under the dirt.
The movie Just ended. ‘Clowns are running,® sald Kaeem_.
I am ready. On Sunday I go to my friend’s

house and give his uncle underdegs

on the swing.

The purpose of the "Recreatiocnal Reading® module is to
establ ish student reading for enjoyment and informaticon through
uninterrupted, unrestricted, silent reading from a variety of flction
and nonfiction !ibrary-type books. Students are expected to select
and silently read printed text from materialis availabl, In the

classroom. During & representative observation of Ginny, students

selected class books, comic books (e.g. "Yosemite Sam"), basal

readers, magazines (e.g., Natlonal BGegs
beooks (e.gQ.,

intformationsai

me), and story books (e.g.,

The program alse recommercis that teacheors gchedule
approximately six conferences per day with Individual students,
crcling throuoh everyone In the class at least once a week. The focus

ef the conforences at the first g -ade leve! ls tnitially on word

g
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sttack sRiligy later the conforences are te (nvolve “sharing® of the
boakes that the student and teacher are each reading.

“Pattorning®, & module designed to last the First half af the
sthoo! yveary, (a3 intended primarily to emphasize identical Yotter
combination patterns in varlious positions in worde. The strategy for
obtaining instructional material is the came ag In “Phonice/Spelling®,
with the exception that studsnts generate only words, not sentences.
At the time of the study, this module had been completed and was
repiaced with an alternative reading activity. The time slot is
intendod by the program author to be used to extend the recreational
reading maodule ancther 30 minutes.

irgme. Inetructional materiale and methede

varied from child to chiid. Ginny was expected to read words and
séentences orally, mark workeheset answers, and answer the teachers
questions. Four comprehension worksheets (focusing on the skills of
identifying rhyming words, locating detsila, making infrrences, and
visual discrimination of phrases) from the district’s adopted basal
seride were utilized. Michae! was expected to crally blend
consonant+/a/ with final coensonants, sound out phonetically regular
cve /3/ worde, pronounce sight words, and read passages containing
words with /d/. Materiaels included wuritsheets and passages taken from
phonetically~control led supplemental programs and teacher-made

flashcards.

Resul te

Fidetity of Implementation
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Mrs. Stare wao faithful in heor implomentation of the
"Phonicus/Spelling” moduie. The two remaining components were

substantially altered.

Mre. Starr modified the module te

eliminate recommended conferences because she belioved that children’s
silent reading should not be interrupted by any “dictraction®,
including interactions with the teacher. The single academic
interaction observed during this module wase initiated by the student.,

Patterning, Thi®s conponent was not replaced by extending
*Recreational! Reading® another 30 minutes, as recommended. Instead,
Mrs. Starr established small, homogeneous reading group: and placed
them into the district adopted basal program. She reported doing so
‘or two reasons. First, the district had mandated that the Success
teachers adninister the basal unit tests as & measure of program
effoctiveness, and Mre. Starr felt that students neecded experience
with besal instructiona! tasks in order to perform successfully on
basal tests. Second, she wanted students to be familiar with basel
instruction Iin case students were placed in clasercome using basa!
approaches rather than Success the following rear.

Giroups workKed under her direction in very typical basal
procedures. John, for example, worked with one other student; they
took turne reading word lists and pasiages orkliy and answering
titoral ond inferential questions Because enly 36 minutes was
available for basal instruction, students did not participate in
teacher~directed groups on e daily basis. uhen not in groups,
students were expected to read in a basal reader independently or to
complete workoheet assignments. The only difference from traditional

bagsal procodures was that ctudents were free to select any of the

i1
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it
basa! readers avallable in the classroem, which incluged geveial arade
levels from severa! different programs. Michael, for example,

complieted the ldeekly Reader written activity and a short vowel

ditto, then read ocut of his ocwn level of the district adopled basal
reader. Ginny, who wes pulled out of this activity for (S minutes,
returned from Chapter I; selected readers from twe different programs,

and read thom cllently for the roemaindor of the period.

Student Responses

The three low performers geneéraliy tried to do what way
expected of them,; particularly in the bacal replacement for
"Patterning” and in their pulicut programs. Patterns of deviations
vrom expectations were observed in two major Success modules, however.

iling, Deviations by the two students who

participated In this module, John and Binny, could be found in two of
the expectod behsviors. Students were experted to volunteer examples
of the focal element, though the level of expectation was not high.
Mrs. Starr encouraged and praised contributions but did not hoild
individuals accountable {f they chose net to volunteer. GBinny did not
sttempt to contribute; John reiced his hand to volunteer a word only
once,; in a tentative manner, and he gquickly lowered his hand before
the tescher noticed that [t had been raised.

During the independent seatwork task, Success students had the
cption cf generating their own sentences rather than copying the
chart. The level of expectation for choosing teo generate nove!
sentences was not highy Mrs. Starr did not respond negatively xo

students who chose to copy. Nelther Glnpyr nor John was observed to

12
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i2

generate novel toxt.,

read text. Only Ginny engaged in actual reading of text; the other

Students were expected to silently

two turned peges rapidly and appeared to TooK at pictures rather then
process text. John and Michael had difficul ty sustalning cven this
limited type of Interaction with books over the entire pericd. Both
were freguentiy engaged in other behaviors such as talking to
nelighbors and walking arcund the room. In one telling incident, Johm
was observed to turn pages while his head was turned away frem the

book.
Teacher-Student Interactions

Success, During the twoe Success modules, individual
contacts that were for academic purposes tended to be beth infrequent
and brisf in duration.

John had three interactions. OF these, two involved reading
sentences orally during *“Phonics/Spelliing®; one interaction Tasted 1S
seconds or less, the other lasted one minute. The teacher responded
by announcing the next task in one instance and praising him in the
other. A final contact,; lasting 15 seconds or less, was initiated by
John during “Recrsational Reading®. He showed the teacher & word
containing a suffix in his library book; corrective feedback was
provided.

Ginny‘s three interactions occurred during "Phonice/Spelling”.
Each lasted iS5 seconds or less and involved reading a sentence orally
The teacher responded to each with praise.

Michael was puiled out of “Phonice/Speliing® for special

13
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i3
serviceas. Neither he nor Ginny had any academic interactions with the

teacher during “Recreational Reading®.

John’s experience in the teacher-directed

smal? group activity lasted {7 minutes and consiceted of continuous
interactions among the teacher and the twe students. There were high
rates of successful student responding with immediate feedback.

During the “free reading® activity of the basal period, Ginny
sought and received teacher assistance in proncuncing a word en two
accasions Each interaction lasted 15 seconds or less.

Michael! had three academic interactions with the teacher
during the "free reading® activity, all initiated by Mrs. Starr, and
&i! with the intent of instructing rather than monitoring. In the
briefest Interaction, lasting one minute, the teacher reviewed short |
and short € vowel sounds and provided guided practice. The two longer
ones (2-3 minutes) lnvolved idertifying words in his self-choser basal
reader and sequencing events in the storys in these instances the
teacher worked simul taneousiy with another student who was reading the
same book. She provided both input and corrective feedback.

zeg. Both Ginany and Michael workKed with an

adult on an individual basis, Ginny for ten minutes and Michael for 24
minutes. This time was obserisd to invelve intensive, continuous
Iinteractions between teacher and student; with high levels of student

responding paired with teacher feedback or explanation.

Discussion

14
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Pertions of the core classrcom program are judged to be of
poor gquality in both student responses and teacher-student
interactions. It is likely that this negatively affected the
achievement of the at risk students.

The student response that is most

prablematic in Success is generating exampies of the focal element,
The raticnale for this type of student—generated text is that
vecabulary derived from students’ own oral language is more
meaningful. However, It is hard to argue that the resulting text (*My
uncie is funny®, etc.) is quaiitatively superior te current basal
reader passages. The sentences are not cennected in meuning) &8 &
result, they violate tacit expectations for text structure. Further,
the task of generating examples of the foca! element is both contrived
and difficult. It ic substantially more difficult than either
decoding the same words generated by another author or generating a
message of the individuai‘s own choosing, wi theut constraint.

A second student response that may have nepativoly affected
student achievement is copyring. The common criticiem of base!
programs is thelr excessive and inappropriate reliance on repetitive,
meaningless worksheet tasks. Yet copying requires even less cognitive
effort than completing matching or fill-in~the-blank exercises on
worksheets. Copyring neither guarantees that students think abeut the
decoding and encoding elemerts of the text, nor entails purposeful,
student-initiated communication with others.

A& third problematic response is silent reading. One
characteristic of the differential instruction typically provided to
low performers in basal programs is the emphasis on oral reading at

the expense of silent reading (Allington, 19835 Hiebert, 1983).

15
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Buccess appears to aveld this in allocating 30 minutes of daily silent
reading. Further, Mrs. Starr went to considerable lengths to provide
a varisty of appealing materials; including an abundance of excellent
children’s literature. Yot two of the three Yow achiecvers had
significant difficulty actually processing text.

One factor contributing to the Tow text processing is the
practice of allowine students to choose whatever they wished te read.
While this may positively affect studont attitudes toward reading, it
may also result in a poor match between the demands of the text and
the very i|[imited decoding skills of thes» beginning readers. @A more
important factor is Mrs. Starr’s decision to eliminate individual
confercnces. Conferences were her scle opportunity to systematically
gulde studonto in decoding and comprehending connected text written by
mature authors., Eliminating them reduced her access to the type of
information that would enable her to judge the match between student
and text and to facilitate text processing. This is especially
alarming because two of the three children reccived special gervices
pecaige af their probiems in comprehension.

"Recreational Reading® Is an example of individualizod
instruction, in the sense that the use of different materials is
thought to permit each student te progress at a pace suited to his or
her abilities and interests. This instructional approach, as actuaily
impiemented, has been criticized because it tends to shift
responsibility away from the teacher (Good & Brophy, 1987). The
responsiblliity for teaching is shifted from the teacher to the
student, and the responsibility for delivering content is shifted $rom
the teacher to the instructional materials. At risk students,

particularly at the first prade level,; may not be able to
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independently assume this responsibility.

In sum, copring and generating novel text are qualitatively
poor tasks. They fall to provide direct cpportunities to engage in
meaningful reading and writing. Silent reading, on the other hand,
Isn“t inherently poor; but without teacher (nvolvement, actual student
responses @may result in marginal experiences in literacy development.
All three responses are inefficient because students expend a
significant amount of time in performing tasks that do not directly

reiate to the desired stude ' outcomes.

2igne. A major feature of Success

Is that the teacher Is able to work with students on a che-to-one
basis following whole group instruction. These portions of the
program are not intended tco be merely for students to practice reading
independentiy of the teacher. Rather, their purpose ‘s to enable the
teacher to address individual needs through review and instruction.
interactions are intended to be more on the order of
“‘mini-conferences® than the typical monitoring activities of teachers
using basal programs.

Yet, as impiemented; teacher-student interactions that were
for academic purpoces were infrequent, brief, ard entailed only
incidental responses to a particular task at han~2. Sustained
Interantions (2-3 minutes or loenger) occurred in Mrs. Starr’s
classrsom only in the context of the basal repiacement, not in
Success. The basai interactiens contrast with Success both in length
and in the teacher’s use of the interaction to demorstrae and to
expiain, as well as to moniior and provide feedback. It ie unliKely
that the individual student ccntacts in Suciess modules were adequate

for systematically tracking and accommoduting the special needs of at
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7
risk students. This suggests that a Key area for continued
investigation ie the gquantity and quality of individual
teacher—student interactions in whole language programs.

While these responses and interactions may be unique to
Success and would be eschewed by most whole language proponents, they
underscore two related points., First, as we investigate whole
language approaches to beginning reading instruction, we must
criticoily evaluate the nature of student responses—-both expected
and, especially, actual. Not all that passes under the name of an
approach to instruction is necessarily of value. Second, we must 1ook
beyond the mere presence of particular types of instructional
materials. We must examine whether and how teachers assist students

in using the materials in appropriate, meaningful ways.

The experiencee of Ginny and Michael in their respective
pullout settings appear to be qualitatively different from their
Succoss classroom experiences. Text difficulty was controlled by
orthographic features rather than by meaningj instruction was
teacher—directed rather than learner-controlled; materials were
teacher—~selected rather than student-selected or student—generated;
expected student recsponses differed; cstudent-teacher interactions weie
sustained !onger.

Tweo points can be made about this incongruence. First, the
core curricula of the puliout programs were not qualitatively inferior
en every point of comparison. For example, while the instructiona!

materials did not provide the same quality of narrative text that
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i
library books might, the teacher guidance resul ted in greater depth of
processing than occurred in Success. The highly interactive
instruction that is characteristic of effective practices for at risk
children ;oems & more critical fector than availability of
instructional materiais alone. Before pullout programse can be made to
be consistent with classrcom wheie language programs, it ise necessary
first to ensure that the classroom practices are gualitatively
Justifiable.

S8econd, the apparent incompatibility in methods and materials
for Success low achievers is not !imited to those who participate In
pullout programs. A!though he received no special services, John’s
experience in the classroom basal activity resemhied Ginny’s and
Michael ‘s experiences In their special services more than it did his
other experiences in the classrocom. Thus any incompatibility between
currlcula was experienced within the Success classroom as well as
befwegn the Success classroom and the pullout programs.

The decision to establish a basal reading activity on the
su-face appears defensible in terms of the pragmatics of running
ctassroome, the poltitics of innovative change; and the effective
Instructional practice of overiapping curriculum with test content
(Crawford, 1989>. The irony is that Mrs. Starr had adopted Success
because she rejected basals philoscphically. In retrocspect, it seems
poscible that Mrs. Starr implemented an activity that was incongruent
with the rest of her program because she herself had not yet achieved
& coherent philosephy.

Evidence for this speculation comes from her decicion to
el iminate conferences from the “Recrcational Reading® module. This

Appears to emanate from a belief that the student, rather than the
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teacher; ought to initiate and direct learning. This view Is
consistent with the notion of empowering students, popul ar among
ddvocates of whole language-~though the idea that empowering students
requires tne teacher to be powerless is not. Whole language teachers
view themselves as being actively invelved in organizing the
environment 80 that learning occuvrs. A primary strategy both for
facilitating learning and for evaluating the quality of learning is
through interaction with individual! students {Goodman, 1989). Thus
for Mrs. Starr to have given up interactions suggests that she had not
fully conceptual ized how to facilitate ferarning without directly
transmitting skill-specific Knowledge .

1€ this speculation is verified, it wiggests that achieving
philosophical congruence Is an issue for the individual classroom
teacher as well as for the several teachers who must colliaberate in
serving children. @ philosophy is the possession of the individual
rather than the program she implements; it is not necessarily
coherent, fixed, or well-articulated. As research in whcole language
classrooms continues, attention should be paid to teacher bellef
systems, for it is the teacher‘s interpretation of the curriculum
rather than the curriculum itself that is presented to students
(Brophy, 1982; Schmidt & Buchmann, 1983). We should inquire into the
teacher’s philosophy of reading, of reading disability, and of the

roles of teachers and students in learning.

20
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