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EXAMINING EFFECTIVE READING
Abstract
This mixed-methods study examined reading instructional practices at Smalltowne Elementary,
as almost 30% of their third grade students were not scoring proficient in the area of English
Language Arts (ELA) on the state assessment. Smalltowne is a rural elementary school located
in a southeast Georgia town with a population of just under 10,000. A total of 18 female
participants included both second grade (n = 9) and third grade (n = 9) teachers. Participants
completed an online survey of the Literacy Orientation Survey (LOS) containing 30 Likert type
items to determine their teaching orientations as either traditional, constructivist, or eclectic.
Researchers interviewed 14 participants and spent a total of 50.25 hours observing instructional
practices in the areas of reading comprehension, vocabulary instruction, phonics, fluency, and
literacy through technology. The teachers’ survey results were compared to the observed
practice to determine alignment. Nine teachers identified as eclectic, eight identified as
traditional and only one teacher identified as constructivist. Observed literacy practices matched
self-selected LOS scores for 11 out of the 14 teachers. Observations were conducted to
determine if research-based instructional strategies were being used in the classroom, including
comprehension strategies, vocabulary strategies, fluency practices, and literacy through
technology. Instructional concerns were noted with higher usage of teacher-directed practice and
lack of authentic use of technology for literacy to incorporate more student-centered practice.
After the analysis of data, a responsive product in the form of professional development was
created by researchers with input from district school leaders to expand teachers’ use of higher
level questioning and technology within the classroom.
Keywords: teacher orientations, reading comprehension, instructional practices
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Background of the Problem
In the spring of 2017, approximately 29.7% of third graders in the state of Georgia did
not meet standards for mastery in English Language Arts on the statewide assessments
established by the Georgia Department of Education (GADOE) (Georgia Department of
Education [GADOE], Georgia Milestones Assessment System [GMAS], 2017). Compared to
other grades that complete the statewide assessments, third grade has the largest percent of
students not meeting mastery level. Nationally our educational system has a focus on
standardized testing for students, and Georgia is no exception. In the state of Georgia, all
students from grades three to twelve take a standardized test at the end of the year called the
Georgia Milestones Assessment System (GMAS). According to the GADOE (2017), the
purpose of these tests is to determine if students are mastering the state-adopted standards in the
core areas of English Language Arts (ELA), mathematics, science, and social
studies. Additionally, they are “designed to provide students with critical information about their
own achievement and their readiness for their next level of learning” (GADOE, GMAS, 2017,
para 5). With 29.7% of the third graders not meeting mastery of the standards, what does this
mean for their future success in reading?
Students not mastering reading on grade level by the end of third grade have increased
chances of struggling with reading throughout the remainder of their schooling years
(Hernandez, 2011). This phenomenon is referred to as the “fourth grade slump” (Sanacore &
Palumbo, 2009). Third grade students in the state of Georgia take the GMAS in ELA and
mathematics and must pass the ELA portion of the assessment to be promoted to fourth
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grade. The GMAS assessment itself is administered online in 75 to 90 minute sessions over a
period of three days (GMAS, Study/Resource Guide, 2017). The GMAS was first administered
to students in the spring of 2015 in a paper/pencil format; however, the 2016 GMAS edition was
administered online for the first time. Thus, third grade students are required to navigate
independently through the web-based assessment and respond to questions, demonstrating online
literacy skills as well as curriculum standards, through the use of standard computers, keyboards,
and computer mice. Furthermore, the updated assessment is considered to be much more
rigorous than the previously administered standardized test, the Criterion-Referenced
Competency Tests (CRCT), due to the focus on higher Depth-of-Knowledge (DOK) Level
questions (Atlanta Public Schools, 2014). The 2017 GMAS Assessment Guide describes the
assessment as utilizing four different levels of questions based on Webb’s (2002) DOK: Level 1
(recall of information), Level 2 (basic reasoning), Level 3 (complex reasoning), and Level 4
(extended reasoning), see Appendix A. The Level 3 and Level 4 questions require students to
answer extended-response questions, which are typed into the system. The complexity of
questioning requires third grade students to utilize a broad range of reading comprehension skills
to access and respond appropriately to the assessment.
In the spring of 2014, approximately 11.5% of third grade students in Georgia did not
meet standards on the CRCT in the area of ELA (GADOE, CRCT, 2017). Third grade students’
promotion to the next grade was dependent on meeting the ELA standards on the CRCT
assessment. One year later, with a change in the design and name of the state assessment to the
GMAS End of Grade (GMAS EOG), 33% of third grade students in Georgia scored as beginning
learners in the area of ELA which indicates these students did not meet standards (GADOE,
Georgia Milestones statewide scores, 2017). The 21.5% increase in the number of students not
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scoring proficient was alarming to district administrators. What is not known was how much of
the decline of scores could be attributed to the change in design of the assessment. Third grade
students’ ELA scores in 2016 were similar to the 2015 scores, with 33% of students not meeting
the standards both years. A slight improvement was noted in 2017, as 29.7% of third grade
students did not meet standards. The state waived the promotion policy for the first two years of
the GMAS administration due to scoring delays and glitches within the online platform, but the
retention policy was implemented for students completing the spring 2017 GMAS.
Retention of third grade students for lack of mastery of reading standards began in the
state of Florida in 2002 (Office of Program Analysis, 2006). Other states followed Florida, with
the state of Texas in 2007 and the state of Georgia in 2008 instituting third grade retention
policies based on failure to meet standards on statewide testing (Robelen, 2012; Texas Business,
2012; GADOE, Promotion and retention, 2017). In 2012, the majority of states (n = 32) had
retention policies in place based on failure to meet standards on state mandated assessments
(Rose, 2012). While retention was a concern for those not passing the GMAS, even of more
concern was the amount of students being rated as beginning learners that are not reading on
grade level. Research has indicated that poor reading skills in third grade negatively influence
high school graduation rates, especially for minority students and students in poverty
(Hernandez, 2011; Lesnick, Goerge, Smithgall, & Gwynne, 2010). The cycle of poverty
continued when students were unable to graduate with a diploma (Hernandez, 2011; Duke, Moje,
& Palincsar, 2014). The results from longitudinal research were what prompted the states to
implement the retention policies (Duke et al., 2014); however, grade retention has not supported
better outcomes for students either (Tingle, Schoeneberger, & Algozzine, 2012; Duke et al.,
2014). Duke, Moje, and Palincsar (2014), as well as Tingle, Schoeneberger, and Algozzine
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(2012), strongly recommended that state educational agencies improve literacy instruction in
kindergarten through third grade, as opposed to utilizing grade retention policies for failure to
meet state mandated testing standards.
Problem Statement
Smalltowne administrators were concerned with the percentage of students not meeting
mastery on the GMAS in ELA and wanted to ensure their teachers were properly preparing the
students for such a rigorous assessment. Since the GMAS consists of higher level questioning
when compared to the previous state exam and requires extensive writing, teachers should be
using more student-centered practices, which allows them to meet the demands of the test
(GMAS Assessment Guide, 2017). Third grade students in Georgia were expected to pass the
GMAS in the area of ELA in order to be promoted to fourth grade. Although passing the GMAS
was a large concern for district administrators, reading proficiency was also a primary goal as
students must be able to read on grade level by the end of third grade in order to prevent a
lifelong struggle (Hernandez, 2011; Sanacore & Palumbo, 2009; Snow & Matthews, 2016).
Context of Study
Smalltowne is a rural county in Georgia, with a total population of 9,805 (United States
Census Bureau, 2017). The general population identified as predominantly Caucasian (54.9%),
followed by African American (42%), Hispanic (4.5%), Two or More Races (1.9%), and less
than 1% each American Indian, Alaska Native, or Asian (United States Census Bureau, 2017). In
2017, the Smalltowne school district served a little less than 1,600 students from Pre-K to 12th
grade. Smalltowne Elementary School housed 468 students in kindergarten through third grade
(see Table 1 for demographic information). Census information indicates the district had a
22.9% poverty rate between the years of 2010 and 2015, as compared to the state poverty rate of
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17% (United States Census Bureau, 2017). Through correspondence with Smalltowne
administration it was revealed that a clear number of economically disadvantaged students were
not identifiable as the district took part in a grant that provided free breakfast and lunch to all
students. A substantial percentage of poverty did exist within the county when compared to the
state average. The elementary school had earned a five star school climate College Career Ready
Performance Index (CCRPI) rating which is indicative of a close-knit school and community
(GADOE, 2017 College, 2018).
Table 1
Smalltowne Student Demographic Data
Grade Level

Hispanic/
Latino

American Indian/
Alaskan Native or
Asian

African
American

Caucasian

Two or
more races

Total

First

9

0

62

38

9

118

Second

6

1

61

38

10

116

Third

7

1

58

40

9

115

Kindergarten

1

1

49

54

4

119

Total

33

3

230

170

32

468

Note. Demographic data provided by Smalltowne administrator from the student information system report

Reading curriculum for the Smalltowne Elementary teachers has changed over the last
several years. Previously, second and third grade teachers utilized a basal reading series to teach
all literacy skills. Beginning in the 2014-2015 school year, kindergarten through third grade
teachers were trained to implement the Reading Horizons’ explicit phonics program, a highly
structured program that breaks reading and spelling down into seven specific rules that build
skills over time (Reading Horizons, 2017). Third grade teachers did not use the phonics program
consistently, unless remediation was needed. The Reading Horizons program includes an online
component that students accessed at least one time per week in a computer lab. Second and third
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grade teachers were provided in-house training to use a variety of grade level texts in place of the
traditional basal. The variety of reading texts included integrated social studies and science
content materials, as well as novels and short stories. Grade level teachers developed lessons
aligned to the state standards and curriculum maps through weekly planning sessions. All
professional development was provided in-house. The teachers and administrators desired to
create the best instructional opportunities for their students.
Prior to the introduction of the new GMAS assessment, Smalltowne’s third grade
students performed significantly better than the state average in the area of ELA on the CRCT
(GADOE, CRCT, 2017). Some decline in the students’ test scores was expected the first year
with the new GMAS assessment format, and 29.6% of Smalltowne third grade students did not
meet the ELA standards; however, the third grade ELA scores continued to decline in the second
year of assessment for 2016 by an additional 14.1%. Smalltowne’s 2016 third grade students not
meeting standards surpassed the state’s average of third grade students not meeting standards by
10.7%. With the 2017 administration of the GMAS, only 26 % of Smalltowne’s third grade
students did not meet standard, which was slightly better than the state’s average (GADOE,
Georgia Milestones 2016, 2017), yet still high enough for concern. Smalltowne’s student data
comparison of Smalltowne third grade students to the state’s third grade students’ performance is
provided in Table 2.
Table 2
Third Grade Students Not Meeting Mastery on ELA Assessment
Population

CRCT 2014

GMAS 2015

GMAS 2016

GMAS 2017

Smalltowne

4.6 %

29.6%

43.7%

26%

Georgia State

11.5%

33%

33%

29.7%

Note. CRCT Data reported from GADOE. (2017, February 16) CRCT statewide scores. Retrieved from http://www.gadoe.org/Curriculum-Instruction- andAssessment/Assessment/Pages/CRCT-Statewide-Scores.aspx. GMAS Data reported from GADOE. (2017, August 26). Georgia Milestones 2016-2017 statewide scores. Retrieved from
http://www.gadoe.org/Curriculum-Instruction-andAssessment/Assessment/Pages/Georgia-Milestones-2016-2017-Statewide-Scores.aspx.
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Smalltowne implemented several instructional changes for the 2016-2017 school year,
focused on individual student’s reading performance data over multiple measures. Smalltowne
had lost two significant grants for the 2017-2018 school year, which reduced available monies
for literacy instruction and training as well as student instruction. The Striving Reader
Comprehensive Literacy Grant was awarded to Smalltowne Elementary in 2014 and was
promised for five years (GADOE, Literacy, 2017). The GADOE prematurely ended the grant
for Smalltowne at the end of the 2016-2017 school year. The district had tried to plan ahead to
sustain the grant funded reading program materials, reading assessment materials, technology,
and professional development after the initial five year period, but with the sudden end to grant
funding, the district determined that professional development would be impacted
significantly. The After School program grant that provided additional instructional intervention
time for students had also been cut for 2017-2018 school year. School administration wanted
confirmation that the practices that the school had chosen to continue would be able to improve
students’ literacy skills as well as performance on state standardized assessments.
Rationale and Significance
The school district of Smalltowne had been unhappy with the performance of their third
grade students on the GMAS over the last two years and felt that changes made during the 20162017 school year led to some score improvement. They sought to understand why some of their
students were still performing poorly since earlier scores were among the highest in the area of
ELA on the previously administered assessment, the CRCT. County and school administrators
wanted to ensure that their teachers were utilizing the most effective reading instruction in the
classroom in order to help their students succeed. Through this study, researchers were able to
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present data regarding the actual reading instruction practices and strategies that the Smalltowne
teachers were observed using in the classroom.
Educators should be utilizing effective practices in reading instruction in order to prepare
students not only to take the GMAS at the end of the year, but also to be prepared and successful
as lifelong readers. Students who are not reading on grade level by the end of third grade tend to
struggle with reading the rest of their academic careers (Snow & Matthews, 2016; Hernandez,
2011). As outlined by Hernandez (2011), students who are not reading on grade level by the end
of third grade are four times more likely to leave high school without a high school diploma.
The study had significance for the Smalltowne district as research data supported that the
teachers were using research-based practices many times through teacher-directed practices.
Whereas the study provided additional guidance to the teachers to improve reading
comprehension instructional practices through use of student-centered practices incorporating
higher-level questioning, discussion, and authentic technology for literacy.
Theoretical Framework
Transformative-participatory inquiry guided the course of this study. As DeCuir-Gunby
and Schutz (2017) stated, a transformative-participatory perspective allowed the researchers to
determine the phenomenon occurring within a setting and interact with those in the setting to
transform practices. Transformative-participatory inquiry required listening, building
relationships, and reflexivity (Tanaka, 2014). Truths determined in the research process were
determined by understanding the context in which the truths occurred (Tanaka, 2014). For the
research team to have fully understood the context of Smalltowne’s practices, the inquiry process
had to be a collaborative endeavor (DeCuir-Gunby & Schultz, 2017). Throughout this inquiry,
the teachers were deemed as valued participants. The teacher responses to surveys and
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interviews, as well as the observational data of classroom practices gathered, were analyzed and
results shared with the teachers and administrators. Discussion about the results with the
researchers, administrators, and teachers was used to determine the need for authentic use of
technology, as well as an increase in the level of questioning to improve their student’s ELA
GMAS outcomes.
Research Questions
Smalltowne Elementary was concerned about the performance of third grade students on
the GMAS; however, the third grade teachers were not the only ones responsible for their
performance. The curriculum evolves as the grades increase from a more structured phonics
based approach to reading in the lower grades building to a less rigid approach in the upper
grades using novel studies to guide reading instruction. Kindergarten and first grade reading
instruction was not examined for this study as phonemic awareness, phonics, word recognition,
and fluency are the required focus (GADOE, Georgia standards of excellence, 2017). These
grade levels do not focus on in-depth comprehension instruction. In light of this, the district and
school administrators wanted to make sure that the second and third grade teachers at
Smalltowne Elementary were using the most effective reading comprehension strategies with
fidelity in an attempt to ensure their third graders were prepared to meet state
standards. Effective use of reading strategies needed to begin before third grade, thus the
inclusion of second grade for this study.
This study was guided by the following research questions: (1) Is there a difference
between the second and third grade teacher orientations regarding effective strategies in reading
comprehension instruction? The null hypothesis was there was no difference between the second
and third grade teacher orientations regarding effective strategies in reading comprehension
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instruction. The alternative hypothesis was there would be a difference between the second and
third grade teacher orientations regarding effective strategies in reading comprehension
instruction. (2) How do teacher orientations about reading comprehension align with classroom
instructional practices? (3) How do teacher classroom instructional practices align with
research-based instructional practices?
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Chapter 2

Literature Review
A complete review of the literature on best practices of reading instruction could be never
ending; there seemed to be an immense amount of information on how to successfully teach
reading. However, there were foundational pieces of literature that are still considered relevant,
including the National Reading Panel Report that was commissioned by Congress in
2000. While this report was published 17 years ago, it is still considered to be a pillar of
research on reading instruction. Many recent research studies continue to refer back to the
landmark publication (Connor, Alberto, Compton, & O’Connor, 2014; Guo, Sun, Breit-Smith,
Morrison, & Connor, 2015; Meidl, 2013; Schechter, Macaruso, Kazakoff, & Brooke, 2015;
Quinn, Wagner, Petscher, & Lopez, 2015; Woolley, 2010). A review of the research pertinent to
this study revealed the following areas to address: reading comprehension, vocabulary
development, and effective technology use in reading instruction. Additionally, the researchers
conducted a review of literature on teacher literacy orientations in relation to literacy practices in
the classroom specifically with teacher-directed and student-centered orientations. This
literature was reviewed because teacher orientations toward student-centered or mixed studentcentered and teacher-directed practices have been shown to have a positive impact on student’s
reading comprehension as opposed to exclusively teacher-directed practice (Tang et al.,
2017). The following review is of current literature in effective reading instruction as well as a
review of similar studies that compared teaching orientations with teaching practices in reading
instruction (see Appendix B for literature map).
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Reading Comprehension Instruction
In order for students to be successful readers, they must fully comprehend the texts that
they are reading. Although there are five pillars of reading instruction, including phonemic
awareness, phonics, fluency, comprehension, and vocabulary, comprehension is the ultimate goal
and seems to be most important for future success (National Reading Panel, 2000).
Comprehension can be defined as the ability to extract and construct meaning of language at the
same time while interacting with texts (Frankel, Becker, Rowe, & Pearson, 2016; Snow,
2002). In other words, readers need to be able to decode the words that they are reading while
simultaneously adding meaning to them. The construction of meaning is vital as such is what
brings understanding for students. Interaction with text, along with the prior knowledge the
reader encompasses and context in social practices, aids in comprehension (Frankel et al., 2016).
Snow (2002) described comprehension as involving three different elements: the reader,
the text, and the activity. When analyzing the three elements, the reader is perhaps the most
important. The reader must have cognitive capabilities that will allow him or her to construct
and synthesize information, must have a purpose for reading, and must be armed with various
types of knowledge that can aid in understanding (Snow, 2002). The reader is constantly
changing as she or he learns and grows, as are her or his cognitive capabilities. The element of
text refers to the actual words that the reader is trying to comprehend. The features of text are
extremely valuable for comprehension because they aid in meaning construction. Readers do not
just comprehend the words on the page; they have to be able to construct different
representations, such as the surface code, the text base, and a depiction of the mental models
within the text (Snow, 2002). Finally, the activity element refers to the purpose for
reading. Texts can be read for a variety of reasons, each which make the task of comprehension
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slightly different. Motivation and interest are variables because students who are more
motivated or interested in a specific text will be able to better comprehend the text (Snow,
2002). Frankel, Becker, Rowe, and Pearson (2016) contended that successful reading only
happens when readers have a larger goal or motivation for reading initially.
Fluency and comprehension. According to the National Reading Panel (2000),
comprehension has a close relationship with fluency. Students who are not fluent readers may
experience some difficulty in comprehending what they are reading. The ability to both decode
and construct meaning while reading can be extremely taxing on cognitive abilities (Connor et
al., 2014; National Reading Panel, 2000). If a student is able to automatically read a word
without having to decode, then this frees up enough cognitive resources for understanding and
construction of meaning. Snow (2002) described the relationship between comprehension and
fluency as interchangeable. While being a fluent reader can aid in comprehension,
comprehension of a text can also aid in fluency. Therefore, fluency can be seen as both a
precursor and consequence of comprehension (Snow, 2002). Frankel et al. (2016) argued that
construction of meaning is easier if a reader has good prosody, instead of slow or choppy word
calling. Fluency can be enhanced daily by having students complete repeated readings of a
passage (Connor et al., 2014). Fluent readers are more apt to understand and utilize
comprehension strategies that are discussed in the next section (Connor et al., 2014; National
Reading Panel, 2000).
Comprehension strategies. Phonemic awareness and fluency are necessary for reading
comprehension; however, decoding skills alone do not develop comprehension skills (Cassidy,
Montalvo, & Garrett, 2010; Almasi & Hart, 2011). Comprehension strategies must be explicitly
taught to students, and students then must be able to determine what strategies to use at what
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time (Snow, 2002; Almasi & Hart, 2011; Leopold and Leutner, 2015). Reading comprehension
is a complicated cognitive exercise that extends beyond automaticity of reading words (Cassidy,
et al., 2010; Almasi & Hart, 2011). Through the National Reading Panel report (2000), several
research-based strategies were identified for effective reading comprehension, which are still
promoted for reading comprehension instruction today (Almasi & Hart, 2011). The relevant
research-based comprehension strategies found in Table 3, involve prediction and
summarization, as well as using prior knowledge, understanding setting, visualizing the content,
analyzing the text structure, and self-monitoring of own understanding while reading (Almasi &
Hart, 2011).
Table 3
Descriptions of Research-Based Comprehension Strategies
Comprehension Strategy

Description

Prediction

Anticipating what might happen next in the text. The reader must be able to use
background knowledge and text clues to predict. (National Reading Panel, 2000)

Summarization

Being able to recount the main or central ideas in a text. The reader must be able
to determine which ideas are important and which details are erroneous.
(National Reading Panel, 2000)

Prior Knowledge

Knowledge that stems from the student’s previous experiences. The reader must
be able to connect prior knowledge with new information received. (National
Reading Panel, 2000)

Visualization

Making mental images. The reader must be able to construct images based on
the text. (National Reading Panel, 2000)

Text Structure

Structural patterns found in text, such as problem and solution, cause and effect,
description, comparison, and sequencing. The reader must be able to analyze and
attend to specific aspects of the text, such as clue words. (Williams, Kao, Pao,
Ordynans, Atkins, Cheng, & DeBonis, 2016)

Additionally, the Common Core Performance Standards introduced in 2009 called for
“close reading,” which is a method of rereading passages of larger texts to analyze details and
patterns in an attempt to deepen comprehension (National Governors Association Center for Best
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Practices, 2010). Georgia adopted the Common Core Standards for ELA in 2010, including the
close reading instructional practice but renamed the standards to the Georgia Standards of
Excellence (GSE) in 2015 (GADOE Georgia Standards). Lastly, DOK was briefly mentioned
earlier in regards to the levels of questioning posed in the GMAS, and is relevant in addressing
reading comprehension skills that are assessed by the GMAS (GMAS, Assessment Guide,
2017). Effective reading comprehension strategy instruction requires teachers to understand the
various strategies and promote student independence with the use of the variety of reading
comprehension strategies.
Visualizing strategies that are taught through teacher-led modeling helps to explain how
to make meaning from the text through pictures and graphs (Wang, 2016). When students are
unfamiliar with the text structure, it is difficult to determine which strategies should be utilized to
assist with comprehending the text (Yoo, 2015). Teacher explanation of the text structure helps
to orient students to the context of the material being read, such as with a sequenced text, a
comparison text, a causation text, or a description and problem solution text (Williams et al.,
2016). A common comprehension self-monitoring strategy is to ask students to write out what
they know before reading, during reading, and after reading text (Woolley, 2016). Before
reading, students should be asked to activate prior knowledge and make predictions (Messenger,
2015; Roskos & Neuman, 2014). After reading texts, effective strategies may include
summarizing, synthesizing, and reflecting (Messenger, 2015; Roskos & Neuman,
2014). Although there are numerous comprehension strategies that are found to be effective,
students must navigate through the options and choose the one(s) that will work best for the task
at hand, as strategies learned in isolation provide only short-term results (Almasi & Hart, 2011).
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Close reading utilizes careful examination of texts to answer specific questions in short
sections of texts and is a comprehension tool promoted through the Georgia Standards of
Excellence (GSE) (GADOE Georgia Standards, 2017). Beers and Probst (2013) had developed
six signposts for readers to use as a guide during close reads: Contrasts and Contradictions,
Words of the Wiser, Aha! Moment, Memory Moment, Again and Again, and Tough
Questions. If the author presents something that contrasts or contradicts what the students may
have perceived, then students should stop and question why this contrast or contradiction exists
(Beers & Probst, 2013). When an older or wiser character gives advice to one of the main
characters, the reader should stop and ask themselves what lesson is being passed on (Beers &
Probst, 2013). When a character has a realization or figures out something in a story, the “Aha!
Moment” signpost indicates that the student should think about how this realization might
change the story (Beers & Probst, 2013). Memory Moments occur in literary passages with
flashbacks, and students should consider why the flashback is important to the story (Beers &
Probst, 2013). The Again and Again signpost is important for students to recognize when authors
use the same key terms, imagery, or events throughout a text (Beers & Probst, 2013). The Tough
Questions signpost is used when characters experience inner struggles or situations of doubt
(Beers & Probst, 2013). Students are taught to stop and ask questions when they encounter any
of the signposts while reading, such as asking, “Why would the character act or feel this
way?”(Beers & Probst, 2013). A critique of close reading is that it requires the reader to rely
heavily on the text, as the questions are dependent on the text for answers (Fang, 2016). This
overemphasis on the text for answering questions may potentially reduce higher order thinking
skills (Fang, 2016). Fang (2016) encouraged teachers using close reading to extend questioning
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beyond literal to help students analyze, evaluate, and transform texts. The promotion of close
reading does not require teachers to ignore higher order thinking skills (Fang, 2016).
Higher-order questioning behavior from teachers is needed through all curriculum
content areas (Goldenberg, 1992; Almasi & Hart, 2011; Gorski, 2013). Teacher questioning
behavior directly impacts student metacognitive behavior (Goldenberg, 1992; Almasi & Hart,
2011; Li et al., 2016). Webb explained the differences of his four DOK Levels of questioning
beginning with Level 1 incorporating basic skills such as word automaticity and recitation of
facts for reading (2002). DOK Level 2 reading activities require some comprehension skills,
prediction, identification, and summarization, such as in narrative text. Explanation and
generalization of ideas of reading are necessary at DOK Level 3, and DOK Level 4 requires
students to compare ideas across texts looking for common themes that are not explicitly stated
(Webb, 2002). Teacher questioning should incorporate all levels of DOK.
Hess, Jones, Carlock, & Walkup (2009) used the revised Bloom’s Taxonomy with
Webb’s DOK to create a Cognitive Rigor matrix to evaluate teacher instruction. After Hess et al.
(2009) examined and evaluated over 200,000 student work samples from language arts and math,
and they discovered that less than 30% of the teachers provided work tasks addressed above a
DOK Level 2 of basic application and understanding of skills. Boyles (2016) indicated that
teachers struggle with determining what Level 3 and Level 4 DOK instruction entails and thus
fail to prepare students to answer the higher-level questions that are posed on today’s
standardized assessments. In the GADOE Study/Resource Guide for Students and Parents Grade
3(2017), DOK questions from Level 1 to Level 4 are explained with examples of the types of
questions that students may see at each level. In the GMAS Assessment Guide Grade 3 (2017)
teachers are provided additional information regarding DOK and examples of the assessment
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questions at each level. Teachers need to familiarize themselves with the DOK Levels and
instructional examples, not to teach to the test but to provide students the skills necessary to
demonstrate deeper understanding (Hess, Jones, Carlock, & Walkup, 2009; Boyles,
2016). Gorski (2013), as well as Almasi and Hart (2011), advocated that higher-order
questioning techniques are necessary for all students to build comprehension skills. Li et al.
(2016) found that teachers who used open-ended questioning and class discussion in regards to
literature created opportunities for student-generated questioning behavior as well. Discussion
allows students an opening to verbalize understanding and clarify skills through explanation of
their thought processes, thus providing agency and building of student metacognition skills
(Almasi & Hart, 2011).
Teachers may treat strategy instruction as a task in which students learn rather than
actions that students take to engage and comprehend text (Almasi & Hart, 2011). Almasi and
Hart (2011) warned against individual strategy instruction and instead encouraged students to
learn “strategic actions” (p. 253). Teachers should begin with teacher-directed explicit strategy
instruction but then allow students to take ownership of when and how to use the strategy
(Almasi & Hart, 2011). Leopold and Leutner (2015) also suggested that teachers should help
students understand the content and how to self-regulate their choice and use of reading
strategies. In order to build self-regulation skills, the teacher must use explicit
instruction. Explicit instruction “provides a clear explanation of the criterion task, encourages
students to pay attention, activates prior knowledge, breaks the task into small steps, provides
sufficient practice at every step, and incorporates teacher feedback” (Snow, 2002, p. 33). Instead
of just teaching students the strategies, direct instruction involves helping students learn that
reading requires strategic thinking and that comprehension problems need to be solved using a
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variety of strategies (Almasi & Hart, 2011). Leopold and Leutner (2015) found that combining
strategy instruction with self-regulation of the strategy improved students’ text
comprehension. Transactional strategy instructional approach is similar to the direct instruction,
except that instead of the teacher explaining the reasoning of the strategies, the students discuss
interpretations of text together, as well as identifying the cognitive abilities that are needed for
comprehension required of critical thinking skills (National Reading Panel, 2000; Karimi &
Veisi, 2016). Karimi and Veisi (2016) found that English as a Foreign Language students’
reading comprehension skills significantly improved through transactional instructional
approaches, which the authors defined as an approach to critical thinking with literacy. Students
with no prior knowledge of comprehension strategies require teacher-directed instructional
approaches initially; yet, once students are able to display understanding of various
comprehension strategies, teacher practices should allow for the incorporation of transactional
learning as well. Comprehension instruction for third grade students is a significant component
of the five pillars but reading comprehension also requires students to have appropriate
vocabulary development.
Vocabulary Development
Of the five pillars of reading instruction identified in the report of the National Reading
Panel (National Reading Panel, 2000) (a) phonemic awareness, (b) phonics, (c) fluency, (d)
vocabulary, and (e) comprehension, vocabulary instruction is an often overlooked component in
classroom instruction (Douglas, 2008; Cassidy, Montalvo, & Garrett, 2010; Nelson, Dole, Hosp,
& Hosp, 2015; Snell, Hindman, & Wasik, 2015; Woolley, 2016). In one particular study,
classroom teachers spent less than eight minutes of a 178-minute block of instructional time
introducing new vocabulary (Nelson et al., 2015). Teachers may have the misconception that
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students will learn the vocabulary just by exposure to the text or through minimal
introduction. The adoption of the Common Core Standards has led to an increase in vocabulary
expectations across all content areas (Fisher & Frey, 2014).
Vocabulary aids in reading comprehension, which is the ultimate goal for effective
reading. Students who come to familiar vocabulary words in a text are better able to decode and
understand the word, which lends to a better understanding of the text as a whole (Snell,
Hindman, & Wasik, 2015). For beginning readers, vocabulary knowledge is crucial. It allows
them to free up the cognitive resources they need for comprehension, instead of using those
resources to decipher a new word (Peel, 2016). Additionally, students who are able to use skills
to generate word meanings are thus actively engaged in the text (Woolley, 2016). Active
engagement keeps students more attentive, which lends to comprehension.
Because it is almost impossible to teach students every word that they will need to learn,
they need to be armed with a variety of acquisition strategies that will help them determine the
meaning of an unknown word. Woolley (2016) suggested that students should receive regular,
explicit, and structured vocabulary instruction including morphological analysis. This includes
teaching prefixes, suffixes, and root words to help students gain understanding of the various
parts of a word. Students who are familiar with common affixes and root words will be able to
chunk unknown words that they come across in texts (Peel, 2016). Students should also have
frequent opportunities to practice building their vocabulary, with immediate feedback (Woolley,
2016). Feedback is critical, especially when teaching explicit vocabulary
instruction. Explaining the definition of a vocabulary term once, with no feedback or follow up,
does not help students gain an understanding of the term (Snell, et al., 2015).
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Vocabulary is acquired through repeated exposure over a course of time, through
discussion and interaction with adults (Snell et al., 2015). Due to the amount of vocabulary in
the English language, it is crucial that parents start this dialogue with their children at a young
age. Learning new words takes time, yet the amount of words spoken to children are sometimes
limited. For example, in a study on the acquisition of oral language, children of high-income
parents heard an average of 2,153 words per hour; however, children of low-income parents
heard an average of only 616 words per hour (Snell et al., 2015). Because of this disparity, some
students are coming to school with a large vocabulary and some come with a limited experience
in language acquisition. This is a factor in the achievement gap as students enter school with
vast differences in exposure to the English language (Carbo, M., 2008; Fisher & Frey, 2014,
Roskos & Neuman, 2014; Teng, 2016).
Students who have vocabulary deficits are at greater risk for overall reading deficits
(Sobolak, 2011; Nelson et al., 2015). Therefore, time devoted for vocabulary development is
vital for improving overall student reading comprehension (Douglas, 2008; Blachowicz &
Fisher, 2011, Nelson et al., 2015; Peel, 2016; Woolley, 2016). Students who are at-risk for
reading deficits need extra time and explicit instruction to learn additional vocabulary to close
learning gaps (Sobolak, 2011). Vocabulary instruction is necessary for building students’
literacy skills and best supported through a rich language classroom, including access to
extensive oral and written language media (Douglas, 2008; Blachowicz & Fisher, 2011; Peel,
2016; Woolley, 2016). Woolley (2016) described four different subgroups of students with
language deficiencies: dyslexics, language learning disabled, automatic word callers, and
hyperlexics. Students who suffer from dyslexia have phonological deficits, but often have good
listening comprehension. This is opposite from those Woolley (2016) called automatic word
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callers. Those students have excellent decoding skills, yet they struggle with
comprehension. Language learning disabled students struggle with both decoding and
comprehension. Hyperlexic students have incredible decoding skills, which may allow them to
read much more advanced texts; however, they may not be able to comprehend such difficult
texts (Huemer & Mann, 2010; Woolley, 2016).
When reading stories in the classroom, either aloud or independently, five specific
explicit teaching strategies appear consistently as optimal for advancing vocabulary
development. Firstly, teachers should define new words using child friendly terminology prior
to reading unfamiliar vocabulary (Douglas, 2008; Blachowicz & Fisher, 2011; Snell et al.,
2015). Secondly, teachers should ask students questions about new vocabulary and discuss the
new vocabulary as the class or a student reads the text (Snell et al., 2015; Woolley, 2016). Next,
the teacher and students should reread texts for multiple exposures to provide breadth and depth
to vocabulary learning (Roskos & Neuman, 2014; Snell et al., 2015; Teng, 2016; Woolley,
2016). Repeated readings assist with recall of new vocabulary and extensive repetition may be
necessary for struggling readers (Teng, 2016). Fourthly, teachers should engage students in
activities to retell the reading (Blachowicz & Fisher, 2011). Allowing students to verbalize their
own understanding of the text addresses repetition of new vocabulary and overall comprehension
skills (Li et al., 2016). Research shows retention of words increases with repetition; thus, one of
the fastest ways to increase vocabulary is to read widely as often as possible and discuss what
has been read using new vocabulary (Fisher & Frey, 2014; Teng, 2016). Lastly, teachers should
integrate new words into other activities across the curriculum to reinforce the learning of new
vocabulary (Blachowicz & Fisher, 2011; Nitzkin, Katzir, & Shulkind, 2014; Snell et al.,
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2015). The rich language classroom includes multiple opportunities of reading to, with, and for
students.
The literature on vocabulary instruction suggests many various strategies. Snell et al.
(2015) described reading aloud to students and strategies for vocabulary development during the
read aloud, including defining new words, discussing and asking questions about the new words,
rereading, having the students retell the story, and then integrating new words into the daily
classroom conversations. They also suggest modeling and using visuals to aid in understanding
of vocabulary, as well as defining the words in age appropriate terms. Fisher and Frey (2014)
recommended that teachers prioritize their direct instruction for Tier II vocabulary, words that
are found across disciplines such as “evaluate”, “passage”, or “cause.” Mastery of these words
will allow readers to access more difficult texts. They also suggest effective teachers model the
decoding of unknown words aloud through use of context clues, morphology, and turning to
outside resources such as dictionaries and friends (Fisher & Frey, 2104, p. 597). Another
instructional strategy is to use extension activities in the classroom with the specific vocabulary
terms from the book (Snell et al., 2015). Questioning, both lower level questioning and higher
level questioning, should be done before, during, and after reading (Snell et al., 2015; Woolley,
2016). Graphic organizers and semantic mappings are other tools that should be utilized when
teaching vocabulary. Woolley (2016) clarified that semantic mapping focuses more on the
relationship between concepts, rather than just focusing on the structure of the reading
passage. The strategies suggested for teaching vocabulary may change over the course of time as
a result of new studies, increased technology, and changes in school culture; however,
vocabulary instruction should remain an explicit part of reading comprehension instruction.
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Literacy and Technology
Students today are inundated with technology in every aspect of their lives. It is not
uncommon to see a very young child with some sort of device in his or her hands. This constant
barrage of technology is not something to be afraid of; instead, educators can embrace
technology as a way to reach even the most reluctant learners. Northrop and Killeen (2013)
stated that using technology in the classroom can lead to increased student engagement and
motivation; however, technology is rapidly evolving and educational practices do not always
keep up. To date, there is no consensus between educators on how to incorporate digital skills
into literacy instruction (Heitin, 2013). Although most people use some sort of device on a daily
basis, Heitin (2013) found that only one in ten fourth grade students are using a device in the
classroom for reading on a daily basis. Additionally, she found that a startling 30% of fourth
grade students rarely use a device at all for reading purposes. Since our nation is becoming
increasingly global, it is imperative that students have a globally connected classroom (Northrop
and Killeen, 2013). Utilizing electronic texts in the classroom, along with print texts and other
multimodal texts, are an authentic approach to teaching reading (Heitin, 2013). Harris (2011)
described multimodal texts as texts that have more than one ‘mode’ including both written text,
visuals, graphics, and possibly linked content. These types of texts, such as blogs, wikis, and
hyper texts, are becoming increasingly frequent in students’ lives. Educators need to be able to
utilize instructional strategies that will help students navigate multimodal texts in order to gain
comprehension (Serafini, 2012). Additionally, multimodal texts are often not presented in a
linear matter, which requires readers to be able to attend to the visual design as well (Serafini,
2012).
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In the age of online search engines, many elementary aged students have grown
accustomed to asking a question and immediately receiving the answer (Alexander,
2012). Students often view online material as authorless and thus have difficulty searching for
things such as purpose and meaning of texts (Alexander, 2012). In addition, the multi-tasking
required to navigate online mediums can be a deterrent to cognitive skills such as synthesizing
information (Alexander, 2012). In a theoretical review of literature on the past, present, and
future of reading, Alexander (2012) suggested that instead of teaching students digital literacy
skills, which will be replaced by something new in the future, educators should focus on teaching
students that reading is multidimensional, developmental over a lifetime, goal directed, and
intentional. Alexander (2012) encouraged educators to focus on strategies having broad utility
and applicability such as meta-cognitive, self-regulatory, epistemic, and relational reasoning
strategies. Metacognitive strategies develop students’ ability to reflect on what they know based
on experiences, whereas self-regulatory skills require students to determine their own and control
personal engagement with tasks cognitively, emotionally, and physically (Alexander, 2012;
Leopold & Leutner, 2015). Spӧrer and Schünemann (2014) found students who were taught
self-regulatory skills along with strategy instruction maintained use of the strategic skills over
time and in different contexts. Epistemic strategies require students to determine their own
criteria for knowing or understanding knowledge, whereas relational reasoning requires students
to transfer knowledge from one text to another text (Alexander, 2012). Alexander (2012) argued
that the previous mentioned strategies are applicable for literacy instruction long after today’s
technologies change, and those that create new literacies to address current technologies are
already doomed.
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There are many digital literacy skills that students need to master now in today’s
society. One of the most important skills for students to learn is how to navigate through the
Internet safely, while maintaining their own privacy (Heitin, 2013). Educators can create safe
spaces for students to explore the web by using child-friendly search engines, such as KidRex
(Salyer, 2015). Other electronic devices, such as iPads or tablets, can be used to incorporate
digital skills into literacy instruction (Northrop & Killeen, 2013). Additionally, Salyer (2015)
suggested that teachers can utilize Internet Guided Reading to help students navigate electronic
text in order to gain meaning. This process begins with actual print reading, then bridges to
finding related information using the internet (Salyer, 2015). Authentic technology use should
be utilized in the classroom. Examples of this include movie-making apps, blogs, audio
recorders, social media, bookmarking tools, annotating tools, and virtual bulletin boards (Heitin,
2013).
Although technology is becoming increasingly popular in the classroom, there are
obstacles that prevent this from happening in all classrooms. Some districts do not have the
same access to technology as others due to budget issues or connectivity issues. School districts
with high poverty and low population density do not have equal access to technologies that are
available in more affluent and densely populated areas (Barrett, Moore, & Slate, 2014). This
disparity in access of technology further impacts reading and math homework gaps for students
in poverty (Meyer, 2016). Many teachers do not have enough technology for all students in their
classes to utilize (Heitin, 2013). The curriculum implementations and standards do not promote
digital literacy, so it becomes overlooked by administration and district initiatives. Even though
many of the standardized tests today are given online, they do not replicate authentic online
learning, which is another reason it becomes overlooked. Furthermore, some teachers are
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uncomfortable with technology themselves, which leads to less use in the classroom (Heitin,
2013). Even for classrooms that do utilize technology, Northrop and Killeen (2013) warned that
teachers must pay close attention to their students’ online behaviors. Some students may be
adept at using technology components, so it appears that they are mastering the content;
however, the students are using the mouse to rapidly review material without careful
consideration of the actual content. Adept with components of technology without
understanding technology use is another justification for the direct and explicit teaching of
technology by teachers. Teachers’ use of technology for literacy instruction is also directly tied
to their orientations and practices in their classrooms.
Teachers’ Literacy Orientations and Practices
As this study focused on teachers’ orientations for best practices in literacy, and how
those orientations align with their practices and research-based practices to increase literacy
achievement, literature on the topic was also explored. Gambrell, Malloy, and Mazzoni (2011)
indicated that over the years no one method or practice has been effective for teaching all
students to read but shifts in instructional practices have changed as evidenced based research
has changed. One such shift was the practice of code-emphasis instruction to a more emergent
literacy approach (Giles & Tunks, 2015). Code emphasis encouraged teachers to focus on drill
of lower level skills for early literacy with a belief in developing reading readiness (Giles &
Tunks, 2015). Code-emphasis, teacher-directed practice, is reflective of the early 1970s
behavioral research focus with single skill isolated designs (Gambrell, Malloy, & Mazzoni,
2011). Emergent literacy includes skills focused instruction but defines that literacy meaning is
made through interaction within a rich language environment (Giles & Tunks, 2015). Educators
that were trained between 1990 and 2000 may rely more on whole language or emergent literacy
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approaches (Madda et al., 2011; Giles & Tunks, 2015). Early childhood education programs
reverted back to a code emphasis focus after the federal Reading First initiative of 2002 used the
report of the National Reading Panel (2000) to determine a narrowed vision of research-based
instructional approaches (Cummins, 2007; Madda et al., 2011; Giles & Tunks, 2015). Around
2005 and later, a balance between the two approaches, code-emphasis and emergent literacy,
began to be promoted (Madda et al., 2011).
Comprehensive literacy instruction is a balanced approach of basic skill instruction and
meaning making instruction (Gambrell et al., 2011). Teacher orientations and practices are
linked to the foundational education program training that they initially received and to the
continued professional development trainings that they have attended while in the classroom
(Giles & Tunks, 2015). The expertise of the teacher is a crucial component for effective
classroom practices with literacy instruction; therefore, teachers must keep abreast of the latest
research to improve classroom practices and understand their own orientations (Gambrell et al.,
2011).
Newer reading research incorporates the factors of cognition, motivation, neuroscience,
and social-constructivism within classroom practices as impacting students’ reading achievement
(Alexander, 2012; Lee & Hannafin, 2016). Lerkkanen et al. (2016) studied reading and math
skills of 1,132 first grade children from 93 classrooms in Finland, and found that constructivist,
student-centered, practices versus traditional, teacher-directed, practices predicted better
achievement outcomes for students regardless of the level of skills that the student brought into
the classroom setting. Tang et al. (2017) followed the original study by Lerkkanen et al. (2016)
by looking at teaching styles and student performance again in third grade. Tang et al. (2017)
found that third grade student reading academic performance was better in student-centered or a
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mix of student-centered and teacher-directed teaching style classrooms than those in solely
teacher-directed classrooms. Student-centered practices are based on social-constructivist
theory, in which the teachers provide a level of scaffolding and support, but students are given
some autonomy with learning (Lerkkanen et al., 2016; Tang et al., 2017; Learning Theories,
2017). In traditional teacher-directed classrooms, the teacher imparts knowledge, directs all
learning, and focuses on teaching basic skill acquisition (Lerkkanen et al., 2016; Tang et al.,
2017).
Polly et al. (2015) found that when teachers were provided professional development to
utilize constructivist student-centered learning practices, the teacher orientations also
shifted. Also, Polly et al. (2015) noted increased student achievement gains for classes in which
the teachers had shifted both orientations and practices to student-centered. Aslan and Reigeluth
(2015), though, found that implementing constructivist student-centered practices can be difficult
with time-based student progress measures, rigid institutional expectations, and standardized
assessments. In the state of Georgia, Student Growth Percentiles (SGPs) are calculated from the
student’s state assessment data (GADOE Teacher Keys, 2016). Classroom teachers may be
uncomfortable incorporating student-centered practices when their job performance evaluation is
determined by student SGPs (GADOE Teacher Keys, 2016). Experienced teachers that have
noted previous student success via a traditional teacher-directed model may be unwilling to alter
their practices to reflect newer research models.
Additionally, with the high stakes testing model, research-based practices are most often
viewed as tied to materials, not teachers (Dewitz & Jones, 2012). Basals provide new teachers
with a framework with which to teach reading, but Dewitz and Jones (2012) indicated that
experienced teachers know how to provide appropriate literacy instruction without designated
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scripted curriculum. Dewitz and Jones (2012) reviewed five core basal programs and found that
the programs weaken critical skills instruction. Although teachers may have a certain orientation
about instructional practices, they are often required to use specific curriculum and materials that
may negate those orientations (Dewitz & Jones, 2012; Meidl, 2013). Many districts today use
core reading programs that dictate to teachers “what to teach, when to teach, and how long to
teach and not how to teach” (Meidl, 2013, p. 2). This may also include keeping a consistent pace
of teaching aligned to district benchmark assessments. When teachers are forced to use a
specific reading program, it strips them of their autonomy in the classroom and leaves little room
for creativity and interferes with planning for student-centered instruction (Meidl, 2013). Highly
structured curriculum materials support teacher directed, traditional, practices and limit or
possibly prevent opportunities for student-centered, constructivist, instruction (Dewitz & Jones,
2012). Curriculum materials tied to classroom practices may not support underlying teacher
orientations.
Summary
This review of literature focused on reading comprehension instruction, vocabulary
instruction, literacy with technology, and teachers’ literacy orientations and practices. There is an
immense amount of research in the field of reading. Reading comprehension instruction has
many components but the explored topics of fluency, strategies, and vocabulary instruction are
directly reflected in GSE of ELA standards for third grade students. The GSE for third grade
ELA reading requires students to show understanding by answering questions, retelling stories to
identify main idea, explaining characters, explaining text connections, comparing important
points, and reading independently by the end of the grade level (GADOE, GSE 3rd Grade ELA,
2017). The third grade ELA curriculum map provided by the state requires third grade ELA
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teachers to alternate between literary and informational texts every nine weeks, and within each
nine weeks, the texts include one extended text and four thematically connected short texts
(GADOE, GSE Third Grade Curriculum Map, 2017). Additional third grade teacher guidance is
provided by the GADOE’s 57-page document that breaks down the standards paired with sample
instructional practices (GADOE Teacher Guidance, 2015). The Grade Three Teacher Guidance
for teaching GSE (2015) specifically states effective instructional strategies include:
●

Providing explicit instruction and scaffolding for the skills and concepts [students should
acquire]

●

Providing differentiated instruction as needed

●

Providing additional opportunities for students to master these skills and concepts
through the use of literacy centers

●

Providing all students with opportunities to read grade-level text

●

Providing criteria for success through feedback to students as they progress through
mastery of the standards. (p. 2)
The third grade GSE ELA standards could be interpreted to include transactional,

student-centered critical thinking literacy activities, but not to the level that Alexander (2012)
and Lee and Hannafin (2016) would suggest. What is not addressed directly through the GSE
ELA standards is literacy and technology; however, all students are expected to complete state
assessments via an online platform. The researchers deemed the review of effective reading
comprehension instructional practices to include vocabulary and technology as necessary
components to illuminate the direction of focus for this study in relation to the GSE
requirements. The Smalltowne Elementary teachers are held to the requirements of the GSE,
first and foremost, and teacher orientations factor into the delivery of instruction toward student
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achievement of the grade level GSE. Determining what the teachers’ orientations and practices
were in regards to reading comprehension instruction was paramount to assisting Smalltowne
Elementary to ascertain if current practices were effective for third grade students to master the
GSE standards.
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Chapter 3
Methodology

The purpose of this study was to examine reading comprehension instructional practices
at Smalltowne Elementary in order to help foster effective reading pedagogy and student
achievement in reading. This study was guided by the following three research questions: (1) Is
there a difference between the second and third grade teacher orientations regarding effective
strategies in reading comprehension instruction? The null hypothesis was that there is no
difference between the second and third grade teacher orientations regarding effective strategies
in reading comprehension instruction. Additionally, this study sought to understand (2) How do
teacher orientations about reading comprehension align with classroom instructional practices?
and (3) How do teacher classroom instructional practices align with research-based instructional
practices?
Design of Study
This study was a mixed-methods sequential transformative design with a QUAN +
QUAL focus (Tashakkori, A., & Teddlie, C., 2003). Researchers collected quantitative data
from a survey containing Likert-type scale items from all 18 participants. Following the surveys,
qualitative data was collected from 13 teacher interviews (12 general education teachers involved
with reading instruction and one special education teacher). In addition to gathering qualitative
data from interviews, researchers also collected both quantitative and qualitative data from a
combined 50.25 hours of classroom observations. Data analyses of both the quantitative and
qualitative were utilized to determine findings for research questions two and three. This study
aligns with the goal of transformative research; “to understand and transform a situation based on
the needs of the participants” (DeCuir-Gunby, J. T. & Schutz, P. A., 2017, p. 23). The

EXAMINING EFFECTIVE READING
transformative perspective acknowledges that researchers work “consciously within a context of
cultural diversity” (Mertens, 2010, p. 10). Researchers used data gathered from the study to
ascertain areas of growth for Smalltowne teachers and to create professional development that
addressed these areas. The professional development was part of the responsive product
developed by researchers, which is outlined in Chapter 6.
Research Site and Participants
Research Site. Smalltowne Elementary is located in a small rural town that has a
population of just under 10,000. It houses 468 students in grades kindergarten through
third. The school has a varied population with predominately African American (49.10%)
followed by Caucasian (36.32%), Hispanic (7.05%), Two or More Races (6.83%), and less than
1% each Asian, American Indian, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander. According to the
CCRPI report for 2017, only 1% of the third grade students at Smalltowne Elementary classified
as Economically Disadvantaged (ED), English Learners, (EL) and/or Students with Disabilities
(SWD) were counted toward the five out of 10 possible Performance Points earned in this
ED/EL/SWD category (GADOE, 2017 College, 2018). The Georgia publicly reported data did
not desegregate ED/EL/SWD student CCRPI performance points, which made it difficult to
determine if a subgroup had a significant impact on the overall school testing data. All students
receive free breakfast and lunch through the school. Smalltowne earned a five out five star
school climate CCRPI rating which is indicative of a close-knit school and community (GADOE,
2017 College, 2018).
Participants. Participants included in this study (n = 18) were second (n = 9) and third
grade teachers (n = 9). Participants were purposively selected to participate in this study based on
the needs presented by the district to address reading instructional practices for reading in second
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and third grade. Participants were all female and had teaching experience ranging from two to
over 30 years. Second grade teachers, on average, were older in age (M = 47.00, SD = 10.27)
when compared to the third grade teachers (M = 36.67, SD = 9.71). The second grade teachers
also had more years teaching experience (M = 22.44, SD = 10.13) than the third grade teachers
(M = 13.89, SD = 10.09). Thirteen participants identified as Caucasian followed by four African
American participants and one participant self-identified as Caucasian/Hispanic. Most teachers
lived in the surrounding rural area, and many had grown up in Smalltowne or other nearby rural
counties. Half of the participants had bachelor’s degrees only (n = 9) while the other half (n = 9)
had obtained graduate degrees at either the masters or specialist level. Degrees earned and
ethnicity can be seen by grade level in Figure 1 and Figure 2 below. Participants were given the
opportunity to select their own pseudonyms and are referred to by these names throughout the
study.

Figure 1: Graph of degree levels earned by second and third grade teachers at Smalltowne
Elementary School.
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Figure 2: Graph of participants’ ethnicity of second and third grade teachers at Smalltowne
Elementary School.
Lesson Planning & Materials Review
A review of the curriculum lesson plans for second and third grade was completed to
assist with observations. The third grade teachers did not collaborate with lesson planning across
the grade level; therefore, third grade teachers had more autonomy with instructional practice.
Second grade teachers collaboratively designed a 37-week curriculum map specifically for ELA
and Math. The second grade teachers’ collaborative lesson planning and assessment
development relied more on teacher-directed practices, whereas the third grade teachers
independent planning focused on standards and connection of students to reading. See Table 4
for a comparison of grade level teachers’ ELA curriculum design and implementation of
curriculum in the classroom.
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Table 4
Comparison of Grade Level Curriculum Planning and Materials
Grade Level
Second

Third

Teacher Teams

Lesson Planning

Instructional Materials

6 Teachers ELA & Math
1 Teacher all Science &
Social Studies

ELA& Math teachers all
collaboratively planned a
37-week curriculum map
for the year.

All reading books were selected
for the year and shared across
teachers.
Scripted reading program for
phonics instruction
Lesson materials were shared
including activities &
assessments.
Used i-Ready for all students

Two member teams: one
ELA & either science or
social studies, and one
Math & another
subject(s)

Teachers did not
collaboratively plan across
teams for subjects.

Reading books were selected for
the year. Teams did not teach or
share books across teams
Phonics used for remediation only
Teachers chose own materials and
developed own assessments.
Used i-Ready for all students

Instruments and Protocols
Data was collected in a variety of ways in an attempt to measure and observe literacy
orientations, classroom practices, and instructional techniques. The initial form of data was
collected using a modified version of the LOS (Lenski, Wham, & Griffey, 1997). Other data
collection involved classroom observations, formal and informal interviews with teachers, and a
review of existing classroom data, including lesson plans, meeting minutes, and student scores
on the GMAS. This use of triangulation, both data triangulation and investigator triangulation,
helped to validate and strengthen the results of the study (Denzin, 1978; Patton, 2015).
Literacy orientations and classroom practices. Literacy orientations and classroom
practices were assessed using the LOS (Lenski et al., 1997) (see Appendix C for LOS
survey). The LOS is a 30-item instrument designed to determine teachers’ literacy orientations
and classroom practices. To determine reliability, a test-retest analysis was conducted by LOS
creators by administering the survey to 30 teachers two consecutive days. The instrument had an
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acceptable Cronbach alpha reliability (r = .93), as well as a robust internal validity as judged by a
panel of experts who reviewed the content (Lenski et al., 1997). In order to show evidence of
external validity, a process verification protocol was designed. For this protocol, 42 teachers
were observed during classroom instruction and assigned a literacy orientation of traditional,
constructivist, or eclectic. These same 42 teachers then completed the LOS themselves.
Analysis of variance was run using LOS scores and actual classroom observations and no
significant difference was found between the self-rated LOS scores from the teachers and their
observed classroom practices. Researchers found that the teacher’s LOS ratings were consistent
with actual observed classroom practice, as the LOS had strong external and internal validity
(Lenski et al., 1997).
When completing the LOS for this study, participants rated their level of agreement with
each statement on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (Never/Strongly Disagree) to 5
(Always/Strongly Agree). Examples of statements include, “I use a variety of pre-reading
strategies with my students,” and “The purpose of reading is to understand print.” One item
asked participants to respond about the use of the basal reader reading assessment; however,
third grade teachers at Smalltowne used novels instead of a basal reader. Due to this, the
decision was made to change the wording of the item on the LOS to better reflect Smalltowne’s
situation. The original item states, “The major purpose of reading assessment is to determine a
student’s placement in the basal reader,” and was changed to: “The major purpose of reading
assessment is to determine a student’s placement in a reading level.”
Participants received a sum score from LOS responses. Questions 1, 3, 11, 12, 19, and
21 were negatively stated and thus were reverse scored to align with the definitions of
constructivist, and traditional teaching provided in foundational article (Lenski et al., 1997). The
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30 items were then added together to get a total score reflecting literacy orientation. The LOS
provides guidelines as to how the score can be interpreted, and places teachers into one of three
categories: traditional, eclectic, or constructivist (see Table 5 for score ranges). A higher score
indicates a more constructivist orientation while a lower score indicates a more traditional
orientation. Lenski, Wham, and Griffey (1997) described a traditional teacher as one who uses
mostly direct instruction, adheres to a reading program, and believes students to be “blank slates”
(p. 26). A constructivist teacher practices holistic instruction, and believes students come to
school with prior knowledge. This type of teacher typically uses an integrated curriculum. The
third type of teacher described by Lenski et al. (1997) is the eclectic teacher. An eclectic teacher
is one who uses a mix of various teaching models, flipping back and forth between traditional
and constructivist (Lenski et al., 1997).
Table 5
LOS Information Summary
Category

Score Range

Definition

Traditional

90-110

Teacher uses direct instruction of skills, belief
that students have no prior knowledge

Eclectic

110-125

Teacher instruction fluctuates between
traditional and constructivist.

Constructivist

125-145

Teacher uses holistic approach to build on
belief that students have a knowledge base to
develop own learning.

The researchers conducted a pilot study in the spring of 2017 to determine if the LOS
would be a good fit for the current study. Twenty-five second (n = 15) and third (n = 10) grade
teachers from a neighboring county completed the LOS through the online website Kwik
Survey. Following the initial pilot, an exhaustive review was performed on the survey for
structural issues including formatting, response length, and comprehension obstacles. Feedback
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was sought from peers and colleagues at the university level with backgrounds in both literacy
education and survey development. Blair, Czaja, and Blair (2014) recommended that survey
reading levels be adjusted to ensure access for all participants, thus the Flesh-Kincaid reading
level was used to modify the LOS questions to an eighth grade reading level. The new questions
were piloted in a neighboring county using the same online website by second (n = 12) and third
(n = 12) grade teachers. Internal reliability tests were performed resulting in an acceptable
Cronbach’s alpha of .79 for teachers’ overall literacy orientation. Literacy orientation continued
to have an acceptable internal consistency when measured using data from participants in this
study, α = .80.
Interview protocol and classroom observations. In addition to the modified LOS,
researchers conducted teacher interviews and classroom observations. The teacher interviews
were held in order to gain the personal perspectives of Smalltowne teachers on their own
instructional practices in the classroom. The interviews were recorded with permission of the
participants. Researchers used data from the previously conducted pilot study to determine
which questions should be included in the interviews, then developed more specific interview
questions that would align to the research questions. The interviews consisted of nine openended questions that were aimed to uncover teachers’ perspectives on effective reading
instruction, including the use of differentiation and technology. Example questions from the
interview are “What skills do students need to master in order to be effective readers?” and
“How is technology beneficial in teaching reading?” Researchers recorded and transcribed the
interviews, which were then sent to the participants for member checking to ensure their
accuracy. The teacher interview questions can be found in Appendix D.
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Observation protocol. A structured incremental observational data collection form was
created by the team for researchers to use, indicating if specific comprehension strategies,
vocabulary strategies, DOK Levels of questioning, and teacher-directed/student-centered/mixed
practices were occurring during observations (see Appendix E). The selected areas for the
observational checklist were based on the elements explored through the literature review for
effective reading comprehension instruction, teacher questioning behavior, and teacher
orientations to promote student learning. Smalltowne administrators also wanted to know how
often students were engaged in text and the type of media utilized in the classroom, so type of
media was added to the observational form. During the observations, the research team members
each wore a discrete automatic timer set for five-minute intervals. The researchers coded if an
event occurred in one of the designated areas every five minutes. The frequency of occurrence
during each five-minute interval was not collected (i.e., if an event occurred the researchers
noted on the observation sheet once but did not note the number of occurrences during the entire
interval). Researchers chose this process as it allowed them to take field notes in conjunction
with recording the noted observed events. Because some events were happening concurrently
during instruction, such as different levels of questioning being asked in the same five-minute
interval, the frequency percentages could be greater than 100%. Observations were scheduled
over a total of four days, three days during September 2017 and one day in October 2017.
Observational periods averaged 50 minutes per class. Observers alternated classrooms and times
to observe during ELA instruction to ensure that all teachers were seen at various times of day
and to minimize researcher bias of any one participant (see Appendix F for schedule). Only 14
of the 18 teachers were observed in their general education classroom settings. The researchers
chose not to observe four teachers: two special education teachers, one third grade math
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interventionist, and one general third grade math instructor, as grade level reading instruction or
content reading was not be the primary focus for those classrooms.
Procedures
In January of 2017, the research team met with the leaders from the Smalltowne school
district to discuss problems of practice in their district. From January through April of 2017, the
Dissertation in Practice (DiP) proposal was developed by the researchers in collaboration with
the district leaders. Upon final approval from the DiP committee and the school district in April
of 2017, the study was submitted to the Institutional Review Board (IRB) for
approval. Approval was received in August of 2017. A visual representation of the complete
study timeline can be found in Appendix G.
In the spring of 2017, the research team selected and developed instruments to use for
data collection purposes. The data collection instruments were piloted in a neighboring county.
The principal explained to her staff the purpose of the study and arranged introductions of all
participants and the researchers. The second and third grade teachers at Smalltowne Elementary
School completed the modified LOS using the online platform Kwik Surveys in
September. Data analysis from the surveys was completed using SPSS software in October.
Researchers conducted teacher interviews with 13 second (n = 8) and third (n = 5) grade
teachers that worked specifically with reading instruction. One was a special education teacher
and 12 were general core ELA educators or interventionists. Interviews were completed during
the three observational days in September 2017. Interviews lasted an average of 15 minutes and
length was contingent on participants’ responses. Classroom observations were completed in 14
general education second and third grade teachers’ classrooms, with an average of three
observations per teacher; however, only 12 of the teachers observed were involved with reading
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instruction daily. All formal interviews were recorded and transcribed within 10 days of the
interviews. Classroom observations were completed in September through October of 2017.
Researchers recorded interval data from the observations on the instrument created and in
their own personal field notes. Documents relevant to the instruction and learning that took
place, lesson plans, minutes from meetings, curriculum materials, and GMAS data were
reviewed throughout this process. All qualitative data was analyzed from October through
November of 2017. Following data collection, the research team met with district administrators
to discuss possible direction for the final product to enhance instructional practices in reading.
Final product development. Based on the initial findings of the study, the research
team met mid-October with the Smalltowne Elementary school assistant principal and district
level curriculum director to discuss product options to foster teacher development and growth
with reading comprehension instruction. Study findings revealed concerns about authentic use
of technology for students with ELA and teacher questioning to promote deeper level of
understanding, which were validated by stakeholders during this meeting. The research team
then communicated with the district level technology director to determine availability of
programs within the county. The district uses Office 365 programs; therefore, researchers
explored options to incorporate authentic technology and higher DOK Level activities. Two of
the researchers attended the Georgia Educational Technology conference in November to learn
more about Office 365 programs. Researchers requested specific books that each grade level
would be using second semester. Researchers used these books to then create lessons that could
enhance classroom instruction. The final product was a one-hour professional development
session for second and third grade teachers on the use of Class Notebook, and teachers were
provided developed lessons for specific grade level reading materials (see Appendix H). The
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professional development session built on the effective practices that the teachers demonstrated
and provided additional supports to teachers to include authentic use of technology and increase
in DOK Levels 3 and 4. After each session, teachers completed a questionnaire to determine the
impact of the professional development (see Appendix I). Chapter Six provides further
information regarding the study’s responsive product.
Data Analysis
Quantitative data. Descriptive statistics for all participants and quantitative instruments
were reported. Data reported from the modified LOS was examined for univariate outliers and
explored for normality. Internal consistency information was reported using Cronbach’s Alpha
for the modified LOS items to determine reliability. A Kruskal-Wallis Test was used to examine
possible group differences between second and third grade teachers’ self-classification of literacy
orientations.
Qualitative data. Classroom observational field notes and formal interview data were
collected and coded in MAXQDA. Researchers used deductive analysis for data that converged
or diverged with identified research-based practices for reading comprehension instruction as
well as student-centered/constructivist, teacher-directed/traditional, or mixed/eclectic teacher
instructional orientations and practices. Data was used to answer research question two related to
alignment of identified practice and observed practice as well as research question three.
Rigor. The researchers maintained rigor throughout this study by utilizing formal
interview protocols and formal observation documentation to maintain accurate data collection
for clearer interpretations across researchers. Researchers transcribed all interviews within 10
days of completion. Member checking was also completed to ensure participants’ perceptions
were captured accurately. Researchers compared documentation for similarities and differences
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to make sure all perspectives were presented. Terminology used was consistent among research
team members, and the team sought out others for input to recognize possible
bias. Triangulation of data through surveys, interviews, and observations provided a
comprehensive set of findings.
Summary
The purpose of this study was to examine ELA reading instructional practices at
Smalltowne elementary to increase student achievement in reading. The study followed a mixedmethods sequential transformative design. The LOS data was examined with a Kruskal-Wallis
Test. The qualitative data was analyzed following descriptive coding through MAXQDA. The
results of the data analysis are presented in Chapter Four, discussion of the findings is set forth in
Chapter Five, and the transformative product information, feedback and reflections of responsive
product implementation, and further recommendations are presented in Chapter Six.
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Chapter 4
Findings

Presentation of Findings
This study of reading instruction was undertaken through a mixed-methods sequential
transformative design with a QUAN + QUAL focus (Tashakkori, A. & Teddlie, C., 2003). The
researchers sought to answer the following questions: (1) Is there a difference between second
and third grade orientations regarding effective strategies in reading comprehension instruction?
The null hypothesis was there was no difference between the second and third grade teacher
orientations regarding effective strategies in reading comprehension instruction. (2) How do
teacher orientations about reading comprehension align with classroom instructional practices?
(3) How do teacher classroom instructional practices align with research-based instructional
practices? This chapter outlines the findings in order of the research questions as presented.
Grade-level differences in orientations. A Kruskal-Wallis test was used to determine
the results to the first research question: Is there a significant difference between the second and
third grade teacher orientations regarding effective strategies in reading comprehension
instruction? The null hypothesis was that there is no difference between the second and third
grade teacher orientations regarding effective strategies in reading comprehension
instruction. The LOS survey was used to compute an individual literacy orientation score for
each participant (See Table 6). Descriptive statistics showed similarities between second grade
orientation totals (M = 107.44, SD = 8.13) and third grade orientation totals (M = 111, SD =
11). The Kruskal-Wallis analysis confirmed teacher orientation was not statistically different by
grade level taught, H(1) = 0.95, p = .33. The null hypothesis was retained. The second grade
mean of 107.44 fell on the high end of the range for a traditional teacher while the third grade
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mean of 111 fell on the low end of the range for an eclectic teacher. Seventeen of the eighteen
teachers surveyed self-identified as either a traditional or an eclectic teacher according to the
LOS survey results.
Table 6
Participant LOS Total Scores
Participant
Second Grade Level
Jill
Joe
Jennifer
Mary Poppins
Catrina
Joy
Polly
Jenna
Meree

LOS Total
108
125
120
111
107
109
126
111
107

Category
Traditional
Eclectic
Eclectic
Eclectic
Traditional
Traditional
Constructivist
Eclectic
Traditional

Third Grade Level
Marie
111
Eclectic
Faith
110
Eclectic
Ally
100
Traditional
Lauren
115
Eclectic
Jane
120
Eclectic
Austin
98
Traditional
Ruth
105
Traditional
Lizard
107
Traditional
Mary Jane
122
Eclectic
Note. Traditional range 90-110; Eclectic range 110-125; Constructivist range125-145

Teacher orientation and classroom practice alignment. The analysis of observational
field notes, the structured observational form results, and formal interview information were used
to determine the answer to question two: How do teacher orientations about reading
comprehension align with classroom instructional practices? The modified LOS survey results
for the 18 participants yielded eight traditional teachers, nine eclectic teachers, and one
constructivist teacher (refer to Table 4 for definitions). Observational field notes were first
analyzed with descriptive coding specific to traditional, constructivist, and eclectic practices.
Next, the structured interval observational data was tallied for each teacher regarding observed
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traditional teacher-directed practices and constructivist student-centered practices. Teacher
practices that utilized both student-centered and teacher-directed practices were then coded as
eclectic. The observational data was used to support the field note data for determining the
observed teacher behavior as traditional, constructivist, or eclectic for the 14 teachers observed,
see Figure 3. Formal interview data was reviewed for further exploration of beliefs and
practices.

Figure 3: Graph of LOS self-ratings by grade level.
Field notes findings. The field note analysis findings indicated that the majority of the
displayed teacher practices aligned to their LOS self-rating for 11 out of the 14 second (n = 6)
and third grade (n = 5) teachers. Eclectic practices, a mix of student-centered and teacherdirected practices were observed in seven of the 11 aligned teacher practices classroom.
Examples of observed eclectic practice included third grade students in groups of three or four
creating characters on large sheets of paper based on textual evidence from the story to a second
grade class learning about postcards from a story they had read and then creating their own
postcard to send to someone of their choice (observation, Mary Jane, September 21, 2017; Mary
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Poppins, September 14, 2017). Four of the 11 aligned practices classroom teachers exhibited
traditional, teacher-directed practices. One traditional practice example included second grade
students choral reading from a short science text about the sun and the teacher instructing them
to memorize that the Earth takes 365 days to revolve around the sun (observation, Jill, September
21, 2017). Another observed traditional practice noted that the teacher was teaching the students
to count the number of words in a passage so the students could calculate the number of words
they could read per minute (observation, Catrina, September 14, 2017). Overall more teachers
utilized eclectic practices (n = 9) than traditional practices (n = 5) but none of the observed
teachers exclusively used constructivist practice (see Table 7).
Table 7
Participants’ LOS Orientations vs. Observed Practices
Teacher

LOS Orientation

Observed Practice

Catrina

Traditional

Traditional

Jill

Traditional

Traditional

Joy

Traditional

Traditional

Joe*

Eclectic

Traditional

Polly*

Constructivist

Eclectic

Jenna

Eclectic

Eclectic

Jennifer

Eclectic

Eclectic

Mary P

Eclectic

Eclectic

Lizard*

Traditional

Eclectic

Faith

Eclectic

Eclectic

Jane

Eclectic

Eclectic

Ally**

Traditional

Traditional

Lauren**

Eclectic

Eclectic

Second Grade Level

Third Grade Level

Mary J.
Eclectic
Eclectic
Note: *Observed practice did not align with the modified LOS teacher rating
**Limited observations of targeted reading instruction with non-ELA content area teacher
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Three of the teachers displayed practices that did not match their LOS identified
orientation (see Table 8). Observations of Ms. Lizard1, a third grade teacher, supported an
eclectic approach since both traditional and constructivist practice intervals were observed. Ms.
Lizard had rated her orientations as traditional with a score of 107 which is close to the low end
of the eclectic score range (110-125). Ms. Polly, a second grade teacher, rated her orientations as
constructivist with a score of 126, but the observed practice intervals aligned with eclectic
practices as both traditional and constructivist practices were observed. Ms. Joe, a second grade
teacher, utilized only traditional practices during observations even though she self-rated as
eclectic (125) which was not close to the traditional category range (90-110). Two of the three
teachers that had different observed practices from self-ratings bordered the scale to their selfrated category, but the third teacher’s observed practices category did not.
Table 8
Teachers’ Displayed Practice Not Aligned with LOS Rating
Teacher
LOS Self-Rating
Traditional Practice
Constructivist Practice
Intervals*
Intervals*
Lizard
Traditional
40
26
Polly
Constructivist
24
20
Joe
Eclectic
28
0
Note: *Number of five-minute intervals observed noting teacher practice
**Eclectic rating was given as both traditional and constructivist practices were observed

Observed Practice
Rating
Eclectic**
Eclectic**
Traditional

Structured interval observational findings. Additional data gathered from the structured
interval observation collection form in the areas of student-centered/teacher-directed and DOK
Level was used to support the field notes’ findings of teacher practices. The research team
recorded 437 observational intervals covering approximately 36.42 hours of observation for 14
of the 18 teachers. Individual teacher observation time ranged from 4.00 hours to 25
minutes. Ms. Ally and Ms. Lauren, both third grade teachers, taught social studies and science
1

Pseudonyms used for all participant names
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content only; therefore, researchers had limited classroom observations with them. The research
team members were not able to use the structured interval observational data collection form for
all observations as reading instruction was not continuously occurring. The interval
observational data was compared to the observational field notes to determine accuracy of
recorded events for reporting. Table 9 outlines the observed student-centered and teacherdirected practices and DOK levels from the observational form
Table 9
Percentage of Student-Centered, Teacher-Directed Practices, DOK Levels, & Orientations
Student
Teacher
Teacher
LOS Orientation
5-Minute Segments
Centered
Directed
Second Grade

DOK Levels***
1&2
3&4

Total

%

%

%

%

Catrina

Traditional

34

0.00

100.00

100.00

0.00

Jill

Traditional

28

0.00

100.00

96.43

0.00

Joy

Traditional

41

0.00

100.00

85.37

0.00

Joe*

Eclectic

29

0.00

96.55

100.00

0.00

Polly*

Constructivist

39

51.28

61.54

100.00

10.26

Jenna

Eclectic

34

44.12

73.53

100.00

5.88

Jennifer

Eclectic

44

13.64

79.55

86.36

11.36

Mary P

Eclectic

20

45.00

80.00

100.00

25.00

269

18.59

85.87

100.00

5.95

Second Grade Total
Third Grade
Ally**

Traditional

9

0.00

100.00

100.00

0.00

Lizard*

Traditional

49

53.06

81.63

55.10

2.04

Faith

Eclectic

35

34.29

71.43

100.00

8.57

Jane

Eclectic

26

3.85

96.15

100.00

19.23

Lauren**

Eclectic

5

100.00

0.00

0.00

100.00

Mary J

Eclectic

44

50.00

68.18

88.64

9.09

168

39.29

76.79

61.31

19.05

Third Grade Total

All Grades
437
32.95
70.71
80.36
13.69
Note: *Observed practices did not align with modified LOS orientations; **Limited observations of targeted reading instruction
with non-ELA content area teacher; ***Combined DOK Percentages >100% as questions occurred for multiple levels during
each interval
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For the review of the teacher-directed, traditional, and student-centered, constructivist,
observed practices data, the total number of intervals per area observed were converted to a
percentage and the data was reported by teacher and by grade level (see Table 9). Eclectic
practices were defined as the use of both teacher-directed and student-centered practices. The
classroom observations noted that teacher-directed practices (70.71%) were utilized the most
across second grade (85.87%) and third grade (76.79%) classrooms. The observations noted
more student-centered practices utilized in third grade classrooms (39.29%) than in second grade
classrooms (18.59%). Teacher orientation self-ratings appeared to be supported by the observed
teacher practice.
Furthermore, the level of DOK questioning interval observational data was reviewed and
converted to percentages. Traditional teacher-directed instructional practices tend to rely on
DOK Level 1 and DOK Level 2 questioning as underlying traditional teacher philosophies
impress that teachers bestow the knowledge to the students (Lenski et al., 1997); whereas,
constructivist teacher practices lend more opportunities for DOK Level 3 and DOK Level 4
questioning with teacher understanding that students have prior knowledge to strategically think
and extend their own thinking for learning (Lenski et al., 1997). Multiple levels of questions
were noted within the same intervals for some teachers. Teachers that identified as eclectic
demonstrated use of some DOK Level 3 questions and a few DOK Level 4 questions even
though the majority of questioning observed across grade levels (80.16%) were DOK Levels 1
and 2. For example, Jenna used DOK Level 1 and 2 questions 100% of the observational time
and DOK Level 3 and 4 questions 5.88% of the observational time. The DOK Level data
supports the field note findings with regards to alignment of traditional and constructivist teacher
practices for the previously identified 11 teachers and the lack of full alignment to the LOS
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ratings for Ms. Lizard, Ms. Polly, and Ms. Joe. Examples of questions recorded in the fields
notes aligned to DOK Level are found in Table 10.
Table 10
Examples of Questions or Student Assigned Tasks Reported in Field Notes
Second Grade
DOK Level 1/Level 2

Third Grade

“Why didn’t Collins do all the
work herself?” Joe**9/1/7

“Do you know what marbles
are?” Mary Jane** 9/1/17

“What did the three-year-old
think Katrina was? Joe**
9/21/17

“How did Sybil get soaked?”
Faith** 10/19/17

“How does the sun move across
the sky?” Jill* 9/21/17

“Where is Southwest on the
map, what color?” Ally*
10/19/17

“Sequencing, what does that
mean?” Jenna** 9/14/17
“Give me a sentence with the
word ‘think’?” Joy* 9/21/17
“Write a sentence for the word
memories.” Polly** 9/14/17
DOK Level 3/Level 4

Students are to draw a picture of
the setting. Jennifer** 9/1/17
“Tell me what parts of the story
you liked and why?” Polly***
9/14/17

“How do you see (visualize) the
character?” Mary Jane
**9/21/17
Students determine a research
topic on their own- Determine 3
inquiry-based questions.
Lauren** 10/19/17
“Show me your picture and tell
me why you drew what you
drew?” Lizard* 10/19/17
“Tell your neighbor what you
think is the most important thing
in life.” Jane** 9/1/17

Note: Self-ratings are denoted as: * Traditional, ** Eclectic, ***Constructivist
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Formal interview findings. All teachers were observed using teacher directed
traditional practices. A review of the formal interviews highlighted teacher perceptions
regarding student readiness for reading comprehension activities directly related to the higher
poverty rate from which their students come. Students were perceived as missing background
information necessary to learn. Teachers expressed that the educators were responsible for
providing students with the knowledge necessary to learn which followed a traditional
orientation (see Table 11).
Table 11
Interview Excerpts Related to Concerns of Academic Readiness for Reading
Participant & Date

Comment

Joe 9/1/17

“Typically the children that we have in this town do not come from that
background. They do not come from a literate or literacy-rich home life.”

Mary Poppins 9/14/17

“We haven’t really gotten to this because I am just trying to get them to manage
themselves and this is the EIP class so that it is, they are not as independent as
the regular, so I feel like I have to go a little bit slower.”

Lizard 9/21/17

“Um..but, I’m trying to think. We do a lot of building background, because
everybody doesn’t have the same background. So, it certainly helps to do that.”

Meree 9/21/17

“And I’m not faulting anybody but, just the fact that our students aren’t exposed
and aren’t talked to a whole lot, is a big thing.”

Polly 9/1/17

“But that is kind of a problem here, because of their language. We’re in a low
economic group. Mostly. And we find that they don’t have the vocabulary. So,
that impedes the comprehension.”

The analysis of observational field notes and structured observational data were used to
determine that 11 out of the 14 second and third teachers’ self-rated orientations aligned with
observed classroom practices, and three teachers’ practices did not align to the LOS orientations.
Ms. Lizard was observed using both traditional and constructivist practices which was indicative
of eclectic practices though she had self-rated as a traditional teacher. Ms. Polly was observed
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using eclectic practices even though her orientations rated as constructivist. Ms. Joe rated herself
as eclectic but displayed traditional practices with her students. The possible reasons for these
differences in the modified LOS ratings from the observed practices for these teachers have been
explored further in the discussion section.
Teacher practices and research. The last research question that guided this study was:
How do teacher classroom instructional practices align with research-based instructional
practices? In order to answer this research question, researchers analyzed the use of researchbased comprehension instructional strategies during classroom observations using the structured
observational tool as well as descriptive field notes. Interview data was also considered and
analyzed. Researchers looked at instructional strategies in the areas of comprehension, fluency,
phonics, levels of questioning, class discussion, vocabulary instruction, and teacher practices.
Comprehension strategies. Out of the five pillars of reading instruction, comprehension
is the most vital. Research suggests there are specific comprehension strategies that students
need to master in order to become successful readers, including predicting, accessing prior
knowledge, summarizing, visualizing, and determining the overall text structure (Almasi & Hart,
2011; Frankel et al., 2016; Messenger, 2015; National Reading Panel, 2000; Roskos & Neuman,
2014; Wang, 2016; Williams et al., 2016; Yoo, 2015). Comprehension was noted on the selfcreated observation tool a total of 380 intervals. Of those 380 intervals, 159 were in second
grade classrooms while 221 were in third grade classrooms. Both grade levels used the strategy
of accessing prior knowledge the most frequently, with second grade spending 28% in this
strategy and third grade spending 31% in this strategy. The second most coded strategy used in
both grade levels was summarization, with text structure and visualization happening almost as
frequently in third grade. Second grade, on the other hand, spent less than 10% of
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comprehension instruction in the strategies of visualization, text structure, and prediction.
Prediction was the least coded comprehension strategy in third grade classrooms as well. Figure
4 shows the frequency of coded comprehension strategies of all second and third grade teachers.

Figure 4. Frequency of coded comprehension strategies from observation field notes and
interviews for both second and third grade.
Field notes of classroom observations and teacher interview responses were also used to
determine which strategies were being used (refer to Table 3 for strategy definitions). Activating
prior knowledge, a skill that requires students to use schema, was observed being used both by
Ms. Faith (observation, October, 19, 2017) and Ms. Meree (observation, September 21, 2017).
Numerous teachers spoke about the usage of prior knowledge during their interviews, describing
how they used various resources to help students tap into their background information. Ms. Joe
stated, “When I need to, we look up things on the Internet or we’ll see pictures or watch a video
clip to kind of build that background knowledge that they’re lacking,” (interview, September 1,
2017). Ms. Lizard believes that the students at Smalltowne have different background
knowledge, stating, “We do a lot of building background, because everybody doesn’t have the
same background. So, it certainly helps to do that,” (Lizard, interview, September 21,
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2017). Ms. Polly also spoke of prior knowledge, saying, “So, anytime we are reading a story, I
try to find something that can build their background and schema, because some of them don’t
know” (interview, September 1, 2017).
Text structure refers to how the text is organized and includes cause and effect, compare
and contrast, and sequencing. This was observed quite frequently in the classroom, especially
the use of a sequencing structure. Ms. Faith, Ms. Mary Jane, and Ms. Jenna were all observed
utilizing this strategy in the classroom. Ms. Faith (observation, September 21, 2017) and Ms.
Mary Jane (observation, September 14, 2017), both third grade teachers, used the skill of
sequencing in small groups, while Ms. Jenna, a second grade teacher, directed her whole class to
use sequencing and transition words during a writing assignment (observation, September 21,
2017). Ms. Lizard also mentioned during her interview using cause and effect, another text
structure. She explained that she uses cause and effect to help her students better comprehend
the text (Lizard, interview, September 21, 2017).
Although summarization was a strategy that was coded a total of 76 segments for both
grade levels, field notes were not extensive in this strategy. Summarizing activities were
observed in Ms. Jennifer’s (second grade teacher) class and in Ms. Faith’s class. Both teachers
were working with a small group that was reading a novel and asked the students to summarize
the previous chapter they had read (Jennifer, observation, September 1, 2017; Faith, observation,
September 21, 2017). Visualizing was another strategy that was not extensively noted in field
notes. The best use of visualization was observed in Ms. Lizard’s classroom. Her class was
reading the novel The Tale of Despereaux and she asked the students to visualize what the main
character might look like and illustrate a picture (Lizard, observation, October 19, 2017). Ms.
Mary Jane was observed using a similar strategy of visualization in her class (observation,
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September 21, 2017), and Ms. Mary Poppins, a second grade teacher, asked her students to make
pictures in their brains, another use of visualization (observation, September 14, 2017).
The comprehension strategy of prediction had the least amount of coded segments on the
observation tool and was also noted least frequently in researchers’ field notes and teacher
interviews. Ms. Lizard reported using predicting as a comprehension strategy in her classroom
(interview, September 21, 2017). Field notes reveal that Ms. Faith was also using this strategy
with her students by asking them to make a prediction about what would happen to a character
from their story (observation, September 21, 2017).
In addition to the specific research-based comprehension strategies researchers were
targeting, field notes also revealed other strategies for comprehension that teachers were using
during reading instruction, including close reading and text evidence. Close reading is a strategy
that requires students to reread passages to analyze details and patterns in order to effectively
comprehend them (National Governors Association Center for Best Practices, 2010). This
strategy also calls for students to be able to answer text-based comprehension questions. Text
evidence was a strategy that was observed multiple times in the classrooms at Smalltowne. Ms.
Jenna used this strategy with her students, stating,
I would have to say again a lot of citing evidence, a lot of comprehension to me comes
from citing the evidence, why do you think that. Where does it say that in the story? We
do our assessment, our reading assessment this week, they have to write down the page
number, where did they get that from. (interview, September 21, 2017)
Ms. Lizard also spoke of this strategy, saying, “We use, I tell them, good readers always look
back. I tell them to look back. We’ll look back at the passage. I tell them to highlight answers
to the questions they are looking for” (interview, September 21, 2017). Ms. Mary Jane described
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using the same method, but she introduces it to her students by telling them to be text detectives
(Mary Jane, personal communication, September 14, 2017). Field notes revealed that Ms. Joe
(observation, September 21, 2017), Ms. Jennifer (observation, October 19, 2017), and Ms. Faith
(observation, September 21, 2017) were also using this comprehension strategy with their
students.
Fluency and phonics. In order for students to be able to comprehend the text they are
reading, they need to be able to decode unknown words and read fluently, while simultaneously
constructing meaning (Connor et al., 2014). When students are able to automatically read a word
without having to decode, this frees up enough cognitive resources for understanding and
construction of meaning. Connor et al. (2014) suggests repeated reading to increase fluency.
Ms. Faith was observed using repeated readings with her students on numerous occasions
(observation, September 14, 2017; observation, September 21, 2017; observation, October 19,
2017). Students read through a grade-level passage multiple times, then tracked the amount of
words they were able to read in one minute. They kept the passage for one week, were instructed
to read it at home each night as well, and then practiced the passage together in class.
DOK questioning and class discussion. Research suggests using higher order DOK
Levels of questioning in the classroom (Almasi and Hart, 2011; Gorski, 2013; Webb,
2002). Additionally, the GMAS requires students to be able to answer higher-order questions, so
it is crucial that students are prepared. Asking open-ended questions and facilitating class
discussion also lends to comprehension (Li et al., 2016). Class discussion and the use of
questioning were observed at Smalltowne. However, the majority of questioning researchers
observed was Level 1 and Level 2 questions, not the higher-order questions of Levels 3 and 4
(see Figure 5).
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Figure 5: Graph displays second and third grade teachers’ level of DOK questioning grouped by
Levels 1 and 2 and Levels 3 and 4.
Fourteen different teachers were observed utilizing questioning during instruction. The
observation tool used by researchers revealed 90% of questioning techniques used in both second
and third grade classrooms were spent in DOK Levels 1 and 2. Field notes revealed the use of
questioning most frequently during small group instruction. During this time, teachers were
typically reading a passage or novel with their students. Some Level 1 questions that were heard
during this small group time are “When does mom bake?” (Joe, observation, September 21,
2017) and “Where does the character work?” (Faith, observation, September 21, 2017). Level 2
questions were observed often in both second and third grade classrooms. Examples of this were
seen in Jill’s classroom when she asked, “What is the sun made of?” (observation, September 1,
2017) and “Why did they go there?” (observation, September 14, 2018). This level of
questioning was also seen in Ms. Joe’s classroom during instruction with questions like “Why is
she nervous?” “Why is she packing the cooler?” and “Why are they going on a car trip?”
(observation, September 21, 2017). One Level 3 question observed at Smalltowne was “How do
you see the character? (M. Jane, observation, September 21, 2017). Level 4 DOK calls for
designing, analyzing, or creating (Webb, 2005). One use of this DOK level was seen in Ms.
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Lauren’s classroom. Her students were completing independent projects in which they chose a
problem to research, completed independent research on student laptops, and then created selfchosen products to showcase their work (observation, October 19 2017).
Many teachers also mentioned the use of questioning when asked about effective
comprehension instruction. Ms. Jane, a third grade teacher, explained, “You’ll see a lot of direct
instruction with reading, a lot of questioning strategies, a lot of oral reading out loud so I’m
hearing the kids, a lot of questions I’ll be asking to check for their understanding” (interview,
September 21, 2017). Ms. Jenna also spoke about questioning, saying “I do a lot of questioning
and then evidence...they do a lot of verbal [questioning] with me and I try to make sure I use like
the appropriate academic vocabulary. So, a lot of questioning” (interview, September 21,
2017). Another mention of questioning came from Ms. Meree. She explained,
And I stress to them, as they are reading or as you are reading to them, ask questions.
Don’t wait until the end of the story! Start immediately and ask questions page after page
after page. And some of them may seem silly questions to you, but just make sure they’re
understanding what they read while they’re reading it. (Meree, interview, September 21,
2017)
Class discussion was mentioned by a few teachers during the interviews, but minimal
observations of class discussion taking place were found. Ms. Jane spoke of the importance of
class discussion, saying, “You know, just making sure you’re having discussions and helping
them to make meaning, not always guiding them in that but really allowing them to be the ones
driving where you go next based on what you do or do not understand” (interview, September
21, 2017). When asked what strategies are effective in teaching reading comprehension, Ms. Joe
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simply stated, “We just sit down and we read, and we talk about what we read. To me, that’s the
key. You’ve got to read and you’ve got to talk about it” (interview, September 1, 2017).
Vocabulary instruction. Although vocabulary instruction is vital in increasing
comprehension, it is an often overlooked component in classroom instruction (Douglas, 2008;
Cassidy, Montalvo, & Garrett, 2010; Nelson, Dole, Hosp, & Hosp, 2015; Snell et al., 2015;
Woolley, 2016). Students need explicit vocabulary instruction in order to increase their
familiarity with vocabulary, as well as arm them with strategies to determine the meaning of
unknown words (Snell et al., 2015; Woolley, 2016). For the purpose of this study, researchers
were looking for vocabulary instruction to be demonstrated in one of the ways that was
consistently touted as successful in vocabulary instruction: student friendly terminology, reading,
retelling, or integrated content, see Figure 6 for the frequency observed in Smalltowne.

Figure 6: Graph displays frequency of vocabulary instructional strategies utilized by
second and third grade teachers.
Student friendly terminology was the most frequent vocabulary strategy utilized at
Smalltowne, with second grade teachers spending 26% of instructional time using this strategy
and third grade teachers spending 32% in this strategy. Ms. Jane was observed explaining to
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students that the word possession is just a fancy way of saying that you own something
(observation, October 19, 2017). Ms. Faith was observed teaching students synonyms to the
word terrified by explaining that it means you are very scared (observation, September 21,
2017). Using integrated content vocabulary was a strategy that Ms. Jane (observation, October
19, 2017), Ms. Jill (observation, September 21, 2017), Ms. Faith (observation, October 19,
2017), and Ms. Mary Poppins (observation, September 14, 2017) used in the classroom, while
Ms. Jennifer was observed using the vocabulary instruction strategy of rereading the word over
and over (observation, September 1, 2017). See Table 12 for Examples of vocabulary
instruction.
Table 12
Field Notes of Observed Vocabulary Strategy Instruction
Vocabulary Strategy

Observation

Integrated Content

One student starts to talk about landforms. Teacher says that climates have more to do
with weather patterns. She asks if our climate is changing right now or the seasons.
Students say the seasons. Teacher pulls down the map to show them where different
countries have different seasons. She says they depend on elevation and puts her hand up
to show the height. Climate is a pattern of weather. She says they are going to be reading
about people that are nomadic and follow the food. (observation of Jane, 10/19)

Kid Friendly Definition

She tells them the last word is an emotion they feel…the word is terrified. She asks them
for a synonym that means the same thing. She tells them that she is terrified of cats. Then
she asks what that means. One student says that they are scared. (observation of Faith,
9/21)

Reread

The word is “captured” and she asks them what the base word is. They decide it is
capture and she asks them what it means. She uses the word over and over. She asks them
what sort of things can be captured. The students say a ball… Another student says a
caterpillar can be captured, another says bumblebee, and another says a rock.
(observation of Jennifer, 9/1)

Retell

Teacher asks the students what Arthur is doing. They say he is thinking about what
Buster is doing. They read the last line together twice. The students say it is a puny room.
(observation of Mary Poppins, 9/14)

Ms. Faith discussed the importance of vocabulary instruction during her interview by
saying, “They also need to strengthen their vocabulary. I think we can do this a lot through the
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discussion of prefixes and suffixes. By increasing a student's vocabulary, their comprehension
will be increased as well” (interview, September 14, 2017). Another Smalltowne teacher, Ms.
Mary Poppins, also believes vocabulary instruction is important. During her interview, she
explained, “I try to put a lot of vocabulary, and write a lot of vocabulary and relate it hopefully to
the story” (M. Poppins, interview, September 14, 2017). While vocabulary development is
crucial for comprehension, many children of economically disadvantaged homes often come to
school lacking vocabulary (Snell et al., 2015). Three teachers discussed this during their
interviews. Ms. Meree explained why this is challenging by saying,
They have a hard time with vocabulary. We work on vocabulary. They’re just not
exposed to it. They don’t hear it. They don’t know what it is. And trying to encourage
them to use words that they don’t use a lot is a challenge. (interview, September 21,
2017)
Ms. Polly has similar views, stating, “They don’t know what the question is. It’s the
language. They don’t have the vocabulary. It impedes their comprehension. As you can tell, I
like to talk so I have a very much language rich environment,” (interview, September 1, 2017).
Along with the areas of comprehension strategies, DOK Levels of questioning, class
discussion, and vocabulary strategies, researchers also examined the use of authentic technology
in Smalltowne classrooms. This was pertinent due to the fact that students are inundated with
technology on a daily basis and need to be able to navigate it to increase their literacy skills.
Additionally, the GMAS is administered on the computer, so researchers were curious as to how
much students were using computers and technology in the classroom.
Technology. Technology can be extremely engaging and motivating for students
(Northrop and Killeen, 2013). However, teachers and students need to utilize technology in the

64

EXAMINING EFFECTIVE READING
classroom in an authentic way so those digital skills can be transferred to the world outside of the
classroom (Alexander, 2012; Heitin, 2013). During this study, researchers observed technology
being utilized in the classrooms at Smalltowne. Additionally, teachers explained how they use
technology in their classroom during the teacher interviews.
During the 2017-2018 school year, Smalltowne implemented a new intervention program
called i-Ready. Students use this adaptive program independently on the computer. The
program changes the scripted lessons it presents to students based on their needs, which are
determined by a placement test completed by the students (Curriculum Associates, LLC, 2017).
The majority of student use of technology observed by researchers was this program. Ms. Faith
explained during her interview, “Our county has just begun using i-Ready which provides my
students with differentiated lessons for phonics, vocabulary, and comprehension that are
individualized for each student” (Faith, interview, September 14, 2017). Some teachers
described this program as a means of differentiation for their students. Ms. Jennifer described,
Well they took a test and so it, you know scored on comprehension, vocabulary, and
phonics…there’s like 8 different categories it looked like and put scores in there and my
understanding is it takes them from where they are and moves them ahead. (interview,
September 1, 2017)
During a second grade meeting, the assistant principal encouraged teachers to be using i-Ready
in their classroom daily and praised Ms. Catrina for her extensive use of the program
(observation, September 14, 2017). District leaders and administration at Smalltowne wish for
their struggling students to be using the program daily.
Although the majority of technology observed was the use of i-Ready, researchers did
observe other uses of technology. These uses included educational videos called Brain Pop (Jill,
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observation, September 21, 2017; Lizard, observation, October 19, 2017), PowerPoint
presentations (Jill, observation, September 1, 2017), YouTube videos (Polly, interview,
September 1, 2017; Jennifer, interview, October 19, 2017), and an online website called Go
Noodle that is used to give students a period of active brain rest (Polly, interview, September 1,
2017; Lauren, observation, October 19, 2017). Additionally, teachers used their Smart Boards
(Polly, interview, September 1, 2017; Lizard, interview, September 21, 2017) and document
cameras (Mary Jane, interview, September 14, 2017; Lauren, observation, October 19, 2017) to
present information to students. During the interviews, many teachers discussed other ways in
which they utilize technology in the classroom. Ms. Joe described using code.org with her
students and also taking virtual field trips. She said,
We go on virtual field trips. When we were reading about Arthur Visits the President, we
took a virtual field trip to Washington, D.C. We actually got to visit the sites that Arthur
visited in the book. The thing with the arctic, we actually watched an igloo and see how
they built igloos in the arctic. With the Olympic athletes, they got to watch Olympic
athletes...so it’s an extension. (Joe, interview, September 21, 2017)
Ms. Jane uses Typing Club, a free online typing program, in her classroom to help her students
prepare for the GMAS (Jane, interview, September 21, 2017) and Ms. Lauren allows her students
to use computers to research topics during class (observation, October 19, 2017). Ms. Polly
(interview, September 1, 2017) and Ms. Joy (interview, September 21, 2017) both explained they
use the computers for grammar stations during small group time. All teachers interviewed
discussed the benefits of using technology in the classroom. Some examples of benefits are
listed in Table 13.
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Table 13
Interview Excerpts Related to Benefits of Technology Use
Participant & Date

Comment

Faith 9/14/17

“I think technology is valuable to reading because of the world that we live
in. If we do not provide our students with opportunities to work with
technology, we are putting them at a disadvantage as they enter the workforce or
go to college.”

Jane 9/21/17

“I think it just makes it real for the kids. It’s a way to relate and connect with
them, in a way that I can’t through speaking.”

Lizard 9/21/17

“Sometimes the teacher is up there with the Charlie Brown voice. They are not
quite listening. They are not quite involved and don’t quite get it like they
should. When they have the animation, they can get more involved in
that. They are more inclined to learn I think.”

Meree 9/21/17

“I think this day and time, students are so used to watching iPads and being on
phones and things like that. I can’t get up and entertain them in the same way
that those things can. But I do think they are effective. They pay attention to a
lot of the animation. They pay attention to the skills.”

Polly 9/1/17

“But that is kind of a problem here, because of their language. We’re in a low
economic group. Mostly. And we find that they don’t have the vocabulary. So,
that impedes the comprehension.”

Not all students have access to computers at home, so Ms. Polly believes she needs to use them
in class daily to help prepare her students. She explained,
But the thing of it is, everybody thinks that because computers are it that all of these little
kids have a computer. They don’t. If you ask them if they do, their parents do not let
them on it and they do not have their own. So, we can’t assume that these children have
a computer. What they get with me may be the only computer they get. So, I do a lot on
the computer. (Polly, interview, September 1, 2017)
However, the use of computers was seen at a minimal rate, which is alarming in this technologydriven society. Roskos and Neuman (2014) advocate a digital-learning environment to give
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students an edge when it comes to reading achievement. Smalltowne teachers should be
addressing this need, even more so if students do not have access at home.
Summary
This study was guided by the following research questions: (1) Is there a difference
between the second and third grade teacher orientations regarding effective strategies in reading
comprehension instruction? The null hypothesis was there was no difference between the second
and third grade teacher orientations regarding effective strategies in reading comprehension
instruction. Findings showed that the null hypothesis was retained in that there is not a
significant difference in second and third grade literacy orientations.
(2) How do teacher orientations about reading comprehension align with classroom
instructional practices? Findings revealed that the majority of the teachers observed (n = 11)
demonstrated practices that aligned with their self-selected orientation score from the LOS.
However, three of the teachers self-selected orientations did not align, Ms. Joe, Ms. Polly, and
Ms. Lizard. Ms. Polly identified as a constructivist teacher, but her instructional practices are
more in line with an eclectic approach. Ms. Lizard self-identified as a traditional teacher;
however, her instructional practices would also place her in the eclectic category. Ms. Joe
identified as being a constructivist teacher, but her observed instructional practices are closer to
those of a traditional teacher.
(3) How do teacher classroom instructional practices align with research-based
instructional practices? Findings showed that both second and third grade teachers at
Smalltowne minimally utilized effective research-based instructional strategies during reading
instruction. Both second and third grade teachers used the comprehension strategy of prior
knowledge the most. Third grade was observed using the strategies of summarization,
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visualization, and text structure at a much higher frequency than second grade. However, both
grade levels had minimal use of the prediction strategy. When researchers observed DOK
Levels of questioning in the classrooms, findings revealed that almost all questioning was on the
lower DOK 1 and 2 levels. There were only a few documented observations of teachers using
Level 3 and 4 type questions. For vocabulary instruction, both second and third grade teachers
utilized the kid friendly terminology strategy most frequently. Again, third grade tended to use
more vocabulary strategies than second grade, with a higher usage of all four vocabulary
strategies observed. The strategy of retelling was utilized the least in all the classrooms observed
at Smalltowne. The last area researchers observed was the use of authentic technology. This
was noted in almost every classroom; however, the majority of the use was for instructional
purposes, such as the document camera or Smart Board, or for the computer program i-Ready.
Discussion of these findings follow in Chapter 5.
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Chapter 5
Discussion

The research team sought to provide Smalltowne district a portrait of current second and
third grade teacher practices related to reading comprehension instruction along with guidance to
provide additional support for enhancement of teacher practices to increase student achievement.
The researchers used a mixed-methods sequential transformative design with a QUAN +QUAL
focus (Tashakkori, A. & Teddlie, C., 2003). The null hypothesis was retained for research
question one as there was no statistical difference between the second and third grade teacher
orientations regarding effective strategies in reading comprehension instruction with the LOS
survey results. Eclectic teacher orientations (n = 9) and traditional teacher orientations (n = 8)
accounted for the majority of the teachers and only one teacher identified with constructivist
orientations. For research question two, how teacher orientations about reading comprehension
align with classroom instructional practices, 11 out of the 14 observed teachers’ practices aligned
with their LOS identified orientation. The researchers observed eclectic practices (n = 9) as
more prevalent than traditional practices (n = 5), and no teachers were observed using
constructivist practices exclusively. For research question three—How do teacher classroom
instructional practices align with research-based instructional practices?—findings showed that
both second and third grade teachers at Smalltowne utilized some effective research-based
instructional strategies during reading instruction. The discussion that follows addresses the
three research questions’ findings and supplemental findings.
Teacher Orientations
When the research team first met with the Smalltowne stakeholders in January of 2016,
the school administrators and district leaders were concerned about the percentage of third grade
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students passing the GMAS in ELA. The group discussed a shared goal of improved reading
comprehension among third graders. All agreed that reading comprehension does not begin in
third grade. Snow (2002) states that reading comprehension skills begin before students even
enter primary school. Due to the scaffolded nature of learning to read, it is possible that teachers
of different grade levels have different orientations about how reading comprehension should be
taught (Giles & Tunks, 2015). Differences in teacher orientations could create gaps in
understanding while trying to work towards the same end goal of increased reading
comprehension (Lerkannen et al., 2016; Tang et al., 2017). The research team first set out to
determine any possible differences in the orientations of second and third grade teachers at
Smalltowne in regards to teaching literacy. A Kruskal-Wallis test revealed no significant
difference in teacher orientation scores by grade level; however, the LOS results also revealed
that the teachers at Smalltowne elementary school identified primarily as having traditional and
eclectic teaching orientations.
Reading comprehension is often described as constructing meaning from text (Frankel et
al., 2015; Snow, 2002). Both student-centered and constructivist practices have been found to
lead to increased reading achievement in elementary school students (Alexander, 2012;
Lerrkanen, et al., 2016; Tang et al., 2017; Polly et al., 2015). According to the foundational
article for the LOS survey, “the principles of constructivism are fundamental to good teaching
and offer a framework for developmentally appropriate practices in schools” (Lenski et al.,
1997). It is worth noting then that only one of the 18 Smalltowne teachers who completed the
LOS received a constructivist score. The one second grade teacher who scored a constructivist
orientation on the LOS, Polly, was also one of the three teachers whose orientations did not align
with practices observed. Since constructivist practices are lauded as research-based and effective
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(Garcia, Pearson, Taylor, Bauer, and Stahl, 2011), it is concerning that more Smalltowne
teachers did not identify as constructivist. It is possible that this is a result of constraints placed
on the teachers by the state mandated curriculum and scope and sequence. Constructivist
practices call for a student-centered approach; however, teachers may feel confined in what they
can and cannot teach. Another possible explanation for the lack of constructivist orientations is
the background of the participants. Many of the teachers at Smalltowne Elementary School
identified as having lived in the same small community where they now are teaching since they
were in school there themselves. During the teacher interviews, participants were asked what
they felt was invaluable in shaping their orientations towards teaching. Most of the participants
recalled a teacher from their own education or college years as having the most impact on their
current teaching. Teachers tend to teach how they were taught and based on the professional
development and research they have been exposed to (Giles & Tunks 2015).
The higher mean age of the participants also puts them in college during a time when the
focus of reading comprehension relied more heavily on direct instruction (Madda et al., 2011).
Before 1990, teacher training in ELA focused on code emphasis instruction which used drill of
lower level skills for early literacy with a belief in developing reading readiness over
understanding (Giles & Tunks, 2015). Newer research has shown a more student-centered and
social constructivist approach to be effective in teaching reading comprehension (Alexander,
2012; Lee & Hannafin, 2016). It is possible that the teachers at Smalltowne have not had as
much training in constructivist practices and are relying too heavily on outdated teaching
practices they acquired in college or from their own learning experiences.
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Teachers’ Perceptions
Smalltowne, as reported earlier, is a rural community with a higher poverty rate as
compared to the state poverty rate. Concerns voiced by the staff of Smalltowne were that many
of their students do not have exposure to rich vocabulary and are missing important background
knowledge necessary for accessing and understanding reading comprehension tasks. This
teacher awareness of the community could be the antecedent behind the primarily teacherdirected teaching practice and introductory DOK Level 1 and Level 2 questioning methodology.
Students are not viewed as having background knowledge with which to build meaning
independently; therefore, traditional, teacher-directed practices are deemed necessary for
students to learn. Gorski (2013) stated that due to “No Child Left behind and other federal
mandates, teachers in low-income schools often feel heightened pressures to teach to the test or
rely heavily on direct instruction” (p. 103). The previous CRCT assessment was heavily
comprised of fact-based questions. Au (2007) found that high-stakes testing focusing on factbased knowledge altered teacher pedagogy toward teacher directed practices and narrowed the
curriculum content. However, when high-stakes testing required critical thinking, like the
relatively new GMAS, teacher pedagogy shifted to student-centered practices and curriculum
expanded (Au, 2007). The Smalltowne teachers’ teacher directed practice was effective for the
CRCT assessment, but change in teacher practice is needed to address the demands of the
GMAS.
Lenski et al. (1997) designed the LOS to provide teachers an overview of their own
orientations and practices in relation to the researchers preferred model of student-centered
constructivist practices. Lerrkanen et al. (2016) found that exclusively teacher-directed practices
for students with poor reading readiness skills in first and third grade did not support academic
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growth, but social-constructivist practices provided motivation for skill development and
increased academic mastery. Tang et al. (2017) found that third grade students’ reading academic
performance was slightly better in classrooms with eclectic practices, a mix of student-centered
and teacher-directed practices than exclusively constructivist. Whereas in kindergarten, Tang et
al. (2017) expressed that the younger students needed more teacher-directed practices to address
the initial phases of learning to read. Smalltowne teachers’ beliefs regarding student needs may
be preventing more student-centered constructivist instruction that is necessary for student
academic growth (Tang et al., 2017; Lerkkanen et al., 2016; Gorski, 2013). Gorski (2013)
indicated that “Low-income students thrive academically, remain more engaged in school, and
even have fewer behavioral challenges when they are given access to ...student-centered, higherorder, interactive pedagogies” (p. 114).
The Smalltowne participants’ observed teacher practices were either eclectic (n = 9) or
traditional (n = 5) with more eclectic practices noted in observations than teacher-directed
practices only. Though the teachers were incorporating some student-centered practices, the use
of higher level questioning overall was observed less than a quarter of the instructional time
across grade levels. The CRCT assessment was implemented in 2000 and retired in 2014 when it
was replaced by the GMAS. The high-stakes CRCT fact-based testing probably influenced the
veteran Smalltowne teacher’s practices for many years, whereas the GMAS requires more
critical thinking skills for students to demonstrate mastery. In addition, Smalltowne Teachers
may have been unaware of the research behind the use of student-centered practice and student
academic growth. Providing teachers professional development on ways to incorporate more
student-centered instruction while also engaging in higher DOK Level discussion and activities
has been shown to be effective in changing teacher orientations and practices in other research
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(Polly et al., 2016). Examining the need to incorporate more student-centered practices leads to
the need to discuss teacher implementation of research-based instructional practices for reading
comprehension instruction.
Research-Based Instructional Strategies
Literature revealed there are specific areas of focus that will increase reading literacy,
including phonics, fluency, vocabulary, comprehension, and the use of technology (Alexander,
2012; Heitin, 2013; National Reading Panel, 2000; Snow, 2002). Researchers focused
specifically on comprehension, vocabulary, and the use of technology. Phonics and fluency,
while important for learning the mechanics of reading, were not a focus of this study. This led to
the creation of an observation tool that allowed researchers to notate any time a teacher was
using instructional practices in the aforementioned areas. This tool helped researchers target
specific comprehension strategies, including predicting, accessing prior knowledge,
summarizing, visualizing, and determining the overall text structure. The observation tool also
addressed vocabulary strategies being utilized, including using kid-friendly terminology,
rereading vocabulary words, retelling vocabulary words, and integrating vocabulary from across
content areas. Additionally, researchers looked for the use of levels of questioning.
Comprehension strategies were observed being taught at Smalltowne Elementary in both
second and third grade levels. Researchers noted the use of every strategy that was included on
the observation tool at some point during the time spent in the classrooms; however, one strategy
was used at a much higher rate than the others. The comprehension strategy of activating prior
knowledge was the most utilized strategy for both second and third grade teachers. This could
be due to the possibility that teachers feel as though their students are lacking background
knowledge. Smalltowne has a high poverty rate, and Gorski (2013) suggested individuals'
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implicit bias about poverty may influence teacher practices in these settings. Even though this
strategy is shown to be effective in increasing reading comprehension (Almasi & Hart, 2011),
there should also be an equal amount of time spent in other strategies. There is a concern about
the minimal amount of time spent on the strategies of visualization and prediction in both grade
levels, as well as the use of text structure in second grade. Because comprehension is vital to
increase student achievement in reading (National Reading Panel, 2000; Snow, 2002) and is a
complex pillar that requires an arsenal of reading strategies, it is imperative that teachers at
Smalltowne use these strategies with their students.
Almasi and Hart (2011) advocated that teachers should not only be teaching the specific
strategies themselves, but also the context and conditions in which those strategies would be
appropriate. Students then need to transfer that knowledge in order to determine when to be
strategic for certain comprehension tasks. They also need to be able to combine multiple
comprehension strategies and be able to determine when that is required (Almasi & Hart, 2011).
The question remains, however, of why a percentage of students are not meeting mastery on the
GMAS if these comprehension strategies are being explicitly taught. One possible reason is that
Smalltowne teachers practice more teacher-directed activities than student-centered, which could
mean that the teachers may be modeling the strategies but that students are not getting the time
they need to practice these skills independently. If a more constructivist approach is taken,
student-led work would be the focus, which would allow students to practice independently
using the comprehension strategies to construct their own meaning (Snow, 2002). Another
possible reason is that students may just not be transferring the strategies during the GMAS.
Students that are given the opportunity to practice these skills in a similar format may benefit
from such. Additionally, students may lack purpose or motivation to perform on the GMAS.
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Snow (2002) and Frankel et al. (2016) contend that readers with a specific purpose or motivation
are able to better comprehend.
Vocabulary strategies are being taught explicitly in both second and third grade
classrooms at Smalltowne, particularly putting vocabulary into kid friendly terminology.
Teachers are utilizing these strategies to help their students’ increase their vocabulary knowledge
and build upon their background knowledge. Many students in this area are lacking vocabulary
when they come to school (Meree, interview, September 21, 2017; Polly, interview, September
1, 2017). Vocabulary should be strengthened both at home and at school, but many
disadvantaged students are not getting this reinforcement at home (Snell et al., 2015), and this
could be a reason why students are still not scoring proficient on the GMAS despite being taught
vocabulary directly at Smalltowne. Another possible reason could be that the vocabulary
strategies that are being taught are not being applied in student work or that students are not
getting the necessary opportunities to apply vocabulary strategies. Woolley (2016) advocated
that students have frequent opportunities to practice building their vocabulary, with immediate
feedback. The teacher and students should reread texts for multiple exposures to provide breadth
and depth to vocabulary learning (Roskos & Neuman, 2014; Snell et al., 2015; Teng, 2016;
Woolley, 2016). Repeated readings assist with recall of new vocabulary, which may be
necessary for struggling readers (Teng, 2016). Because this study focused on instructional
practices rather than student use of strategies, researchers can only speculate the possibility that
students are not independently using these strategies.
Along with vocabulary, questioning is another skill that is being modeled at the school.
Teachers understand that questioning is an important part of literacy and are using questioning
techniques within their classrooms (Jane, interview, September 21, 2017; Jenna, interview,
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September 21, 2017; Meree, interview, September 21, 2017). However, research suggests that
an increase in higher-level questioning, Levels 3 and 4, will engage students in learning and
increase reading comprehension (Almasi and Hart, 2011; Gorski, 2013). Although there were
many observations of DOK Levels 1 and 2 happening in the classrooms at Smalltowne, the use
of Levels 3 and 4 questioning was minimal. This could be due to the fact that some teachers
believe their students need a solid foundation of lower level questioning before they move on to
higher level questioning. There may be a misconception that questioning levels are sequential,
starting with Level 1 and ending with Level 4. However, DOK Levels can and should be used
concurrently within the classroom (Li et al., 2016). The GMAS uses all levels of questioning, so
it is imperative that students are exposed to all levels (GMAS Assessment Guide Grade 3, 2017).
Another possible reason that Smalltowne teachers are not consistently using DOK Levels 3 and 4
is that these levels require more autonomy for the students within the classroom. This requires
teachers to give up some control and allow their students to work independently and at their own
pace. Student-centered work can sometimes look a little chaotic, which may be daunting to
traditional teachers that are used to directing learning rather than facilitating (Lerrkanen et al.,
2016). However, research shows that student-centered practices are effective in increasing
student achievement and should therefore be a pedagogical approach undertaken by Smalltowne
teachers (Garcia et al., 2011). Another possibility is that Smalltowne teachers may be unaware
of how to construct higher-level questions. This is something that could be addressed by
implementing profession development at the school level, so that greater attention might be
given to infusing Levels 3 and 4 questioning into literacy instruction.
Technology is being used daily at Smalltowne. Teachers are using projectors, Smart
Boards, and various websites, including Brain Pop, YouTube, and Go Noodle. Student
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computers are being used as well, although the majority of the use observed was for i-Ready.
Researchers speculate this could be due to the mandatory use of the i-Ready program for
struggling students. Research calls for a more authentic use of technology in the classroom in
order to increase literacy (Harris, 2011; Heitin, 2013; Serafini, 2012), but this is not something
that was observed in the majority of classrooms at Smalltowne. This could be due to the
possibility that teachers are unaware of how to use technology authentically. More than half of
the participants (n = 10) are veteran teachers with more than 20 years of experience, while an
additional four participants have over 10 years of teaching experience. Since technology is ever
evolving, these veteran teachers may feel overwhelmed with trying to keep up with newer
technology. Orlando (2014) indicated that knowledge insecurity along with organizational
change fatigue were primary reasons that veteran teachers did not implement newer technologies
in the classroom. For example, when asked how she uses technology for literacy, Ms. Joy
responded by saying
That’s a hard one for me, because….they probably know a whole lot more about
technology than I do. I guess because I’m an old teacher in that I’ve done it for so long.
I just like to teach my students, I don’t like for the computer to. (interview, September 21,
2017)
This illustrates the need for a change in mindset in order for these teachers to embrace the use of
authentic technology. Smalltowne became a Microsoft 365 district three years ago. The
technology director indicated training was provided to all staff on the features and program
availability with the implementation. All teachers and students were provided accounts with
access to Word, PowerPoint, SWAY, and other Microsoft products. None of the teachers were
observed utilizing any of the products with their students. Students need explicit teaching of
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technology in order to become adept at understanding the components in order to utilize
technology effectively in the future (Northrop & Killeen, 2013). Roskos and Neuman (2014)
stress that students should be surrounded by a digital learning environment so that they are
prepared for a world of technology outside of school.
Supplemental analysis and findings. Although it was not one of the original research
questions, researchers decided to run a Chi-Square test of independence to determine the
relationship between the usage of any of the research-based strategies and teacher grade levels
(see Table 14). The use of comprehension strategies (i.e., total comprehension) was significant,
Χ2(1, N = 437) = 8.45, p = 0.00, with third grade teachers using more comprehension strategies
overall as compared to second grade teachers. Specifically, individual comprehension strategies
of prior knowledge, Χ2(1, N = 437) = 5.53, p = .02, visualization, Χ2(1, N = 437) = 12.31, p =
0.00, and text structure, Χ2(1, N = 437) = 19.42, p = 0.00 were used significantly more often by
third grade teachers than second grade teachers during researcher observations. While our earlier
analysis showed no statistical difference in teacher orientations, these results show more
research-based comprehension strategies being used in third grade classrooms during
observations. One possible explanation for the variation could be that traditionally the focus in
second grade literacy instruction relies more heavily on learning to read and shifts to an
emphasis on reading comprehension in third grade (GADOE, GSE, 2017). Developmentally,
many of the comprehension strategies researchers notated may be more appropriate with third
grade students (National Early Literacy Panel, 2008).
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Table 14
Chi-Square Results and Frequencies of Researched-Based Strategies by Grade Level
Second Grade
Research-based
strategy

Third Grade

Not Observed
n, (%)

Observed
n, (%)

Not Observed
n, (%)

Observed
n, (%)

χ2

p

Total
Comprehension

193,(72)

76, (28)

97, (58)

71, (42)

8.45

0*

Prediction

250, (93)

19, (7)

150, (89)

18, (11)

1.34

.25

Prior Knowledge

201, (75)

68, (25)

107, (64)

61, (36)

5.53

.02*

Summarization

230, (86)

39, (14)

131, (78)

37, (22)

3.57

.06

Visualization

248, (92)

21, (8)

135, (80)

33, (20)

12.31

0*

Text Structure

249, (93)

20, (7)

130, (77)

38, (23)

19.42

0*

Total Vocabulary

188, (70)

81, (30)

106, (63)

62, (37)

1.87

.17

Kid Friendly
Definition

200, (74)

69, (26)

111, (66)

57, (34)

3.06

.08

Reread

253, (94)

16, (6)

150, (89)

18, (11)

2.64

.10

Retell

245, (91)

24, (9)

137, (82)

31, (18)

7.69

.01*

Integrated Content

233, (87)

36, (13)

137, (82)

31, (18)

1.68

.20

DOK 1

62, (23)

207, (77)

60, (36)

108, (64)

7.63

.01*

DOK 2

187, (70)

82, (30)

136, (81)

32, (19)

6.43

.01*

DOK 3

257, (96)

12, (4)

159, (95)

9, (5)

0.04

.84

DOK 4

265, (99)

4, (1)

159, (95)

9, (5)

4.11

.04*

Student-Centered

217, (81)

52, (19)

114, (68)

54, (32)

8.56

0*

Teacher-Directed

69, (26)

200, (74)

40, (24)

128, (76)

.10

.75

Note. Table shows the total number of minutes each research-based strategy was observed and the total number of
minutes it was not observed during classroom observations by grade level.
df = 1.
* Significant, p < 0.05.

This increase in literacy between grade levels could also explain the significantly higher
usage of DOK 4, Χ2(1, N = 437) = 4.11, p = .04, level questioning among third grade teachers.
Although third grade teachers were observed using higher-level DOK questions than their second
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grade colleagues, they were still only observed using level 3 and level 4 questions 10% of the
time. Research indicates that teacher questioning directly impacts students’ metacognitive
behavior (Golberg, 1992; Li et al., 2016). Researchers noticed this as a possible area for
improvement among Smalltowne teachers; an increase in higher-level DOK questioning
strategies would be appropriate for students at all grade levels (Almasi & Hart, 2011; Gorski,
2013). Usage of vocabulary strategies across the two grade levels was largely not significant.
Only the strategy of having students “retell” a word’s meaning showed significance, Χ2(1, N =
437) = 7.69, p = .01, being used more frequently in third grade classrooms than in second.
Limitations
This study had several limitations related to the small district in which the study
occurred. Smalltowne has only one elementary for kindergarten through third grade which
restricted the number of participants to the 18 second and third grade teachers. The exploration
of reading comprehension instruction was delimited to only second and third grade teachers
because of the curriculum standards not addressing comprehension in kindergarten and first
grades. The reliability of the participants self-reported orientations via the survey could also be
questioned (Blair, Czaja, & Blair, 2014). The short observation time impacted this study, as
researchers were only able to observe instruction over a total of four days spanning the first three
months of school. Patton (2015) indicated a six-month observational time may have produced a
more accurate instructional portrait; however, six months was not an option due to the need for
completion of this study. The teacher instructional practices may have been altered in the
presence of the researcher. In addition, practices may have changed as the school year progressed
which in turn may have provided different data outcomes. The research findings are not
generalizable as this study is only applicable to the district in which the research took place.
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Finally, other factors that could have impacted the third grade student GMAS results for the
district were not explored, such as parental involvement and the impact of poverty on students’
performance on standardized testing.
Implications and Further Research
Providing professional development to Smalltowne’s second and third grade teachers
with regards to student-centered practice and higher DOK questioning may help shift the
preponderance of traditional teacher-directed practice to include more constructivist studentcentered practice (Polly et al., 2016). If Smalltowne wants to increase student literacy
achievement for its student population, then teacher practices must include student-centered
approaches (Lerrkanen et al., 2016). In Polly et al.’s (2016) study following a grant-funded
program, in which the teachers shifted orientations from teacher-directed to student-centered, the
teachers participated in a summer workshop for 48 hours, given additional workshops consisting
of 12 hours during the school year, and provided 20 hours of student-centered activities. In this
study, the researchers were only able to provide an hour of professional development for each of
the second and third grade teachers, one supplementary lesson incorporating student-centered
practice with authentic technology for each grade level, and additional professional development
materials to guide more discussion in whole-class and small group literacy lessons. Smalltowne
administrators and staff were provided an example of a lesson structure from which additional
professional development could be created. In order for a significant change in teacher practices
to occur, additional training, observation, and feedback are needed beyond the scope of this
study.
In order to help the teachers at Smalltowne Elementary continue to increase student
achievement, further research is needed. Findings from this study revealed a need for more
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student-centered practices, so that is an area that should be addressed with further research. This
might require a closer look at teachers’ orientations from all grade levels at Smalltowne to see
the percentage of traditional versus constructivist teachers. In addition, research can be
conducted on the amount of time teachers are explicitly teaching comprehension strategies, as
well as how often students at Smalltowne are using comprehension strategies on their own
accord. Another area for more research should include more than just two grade levels; perhaps,
even observing the teaching of reading beginning in kindergarten classes. This will allow
researchers to see the progression of teaching at each individual grade level and how teachers are
scaffolding student learning from grade to grade. Another area of research that may be
addressed is how student achievement scores within the classroom, such as benchmark or iReady scores, align with student scores on the GMAS. Furthermore, observations should be
completed over a longer period of time in order to gain a more complete picture of how
instruction is being delivered. Other studies may include schools that are similar to Smalltowne
demographically, including a comparison of schools with similar demographics but higher
GMAS scores. Research can also be conducted on the impact of poverty on student
achievement, as many of the students at Smalltowne are from low-income families.
Additionally, the impact of parental involvement on student achievement could also be
measured.
Conclusion
In the state of Georgia, all third through twelfth grade students take the GMAS
standardized assessment at the end of the school year. Compared to other grades taking the
assessment, third grade has the largest percentage of students not meeting mastery. Hernandez
(2011) stated that students that not reading on grade level by the end of third grade will continue
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to struggle with reading for the rest of their academic careers. Administrators at Smalltowne
were concerned with the amount of third graders not meeting mastery on the GMAS and wanted
to ensure their teachers were demonstrating effective instructional strategies in the classroom.
This study identified instructional practices of second and third grade teachers and provided
guidance as to how to increase the amount of research-based strategies being used in the
classroom.
A review of the findings revealed Smalltowne teachers did not have significantly
different orientations between second grade and third grade levels; however, the observed
practices were significantly different between the two grade levels. Second grade teachers
displayed less use of comprehension questions compared to third grade teachers, and third grade
teachers used significantly more DOK Level 4 questioning. The differences in grade level
observed practices may be contributed to the curriculum standard differences between second
and third grade, although overall observation of student-centered constructivist practices were
limited for both second grade and third grade classrooms. The teachers in both second and third
grade reported that students were not exposed to rich literacy based on the community’s high
poverty rate. These teacher perceptions of students’ needs may have contributed to the
preponderance of teacher-directed practices
The researchers sought to provide Smalltowne with a snapshot of what reading
comprehension instruction looked like in their school and how to best improve upon it in order to
increase achievement. Research-based comprehension strategies were observed in all of the
classrooms included in the study; however, based on findings of this study, areas of need
emerging here included more student-centered practices, higher level questioning (DOK 3 and
DOK 4), and authentic use of technology. The results were limited by the small number of
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participants and the self-reporting of participants as well as the limited number of observations
and any effect the researchers’ presence made on the outcomes of the observations. Future
studies may include additional participants and observations to develop a more thorough
understanding of how reading comprehension is occurring. In response to the findings,
researchers collaborated with the administrators at Smalltowne to create and deliver professional
development specifically designed to improve reading comprehension instruction by increasing
DOK 3 and DOK 4 questioning through authentic usage of technology. More information about
the responsive product can be found in Chapter 6.
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Chapter 6

Responsive Product
Product Development
The design of a dissertation in practice calls for not only a possible solution to a problem
of practice to be generated, but also a lasting impact to be made as a result of the research that
has taken place. In an effort to bring meaningful change to the district, the final product was
derived from a collaboration between the researchers and the stakeholders at Smalltowne
Elementary. Findings from this study called for an increase in higher-order questioning using
Level 3 and Level 4 questions, as well as a more authentic use of technology, among teachers to
enhance literacy. In January 2018, researchers presented the findings to the stakeholders,
including the district superintendent, curriculum director, principal, and vice principal, at
Smalltowne. Then the team worked collaboratively to develop and carry out a final pedagogical
product based on the needs illuminated by these findings.
In October 2017, a preliminary meeting was held with the school’s assistant principal and
district curriculum director to present data regarding DOK Level of questioning and limited
technology for literacy. The team discussed classroom access for computers and determined that
not all students were required to use i-Ready daily, and that other technology uses could be
incorporated in the classrooms. The curriculum director provided the technology director’s
contact information for the research team to discuss options for technology. The technology
director explained the district was a Microsoft Office 365 district, and all staff and students had
access to all components: Word, Excel, OneNote, Class Notebook, PowerPoint, and Sway. The
teachers were initially trained on Office 365 when it was implemented two years prior. As the
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researchers’ district was a Google for Education district, the researchers then had to explore
instructional options with Office 365.
In November 2017, two of the research team members attended the Georgia Educational
Technology Conference in Atlanta (Georgia Educational Technology, 2017). Several workshops
over various instructional technologies were presented. One researcher attended a workshop in
which a presenter used OneNote, a Class Notebook feature, to do project-based learning with her
special education students. After sharing the information, both researchers attended additional
workshops on OneNote to learn how this could be utilized for authentic literacy instruction.
Upon returning from the conference, the research team discussed together and agreed on
focusing on Class Notebook. The researchers first created a training for the teachers using
OneNote to review research findings and discussion. Then the researchers contacted the second
and third grade teachers for a list of books that they utilized in their classrooms in the late
February or early March time frame. The researchers then located copies of one book from each
grade level and concentrated on creating a Notebook with lessons utilizing higher DOK Levels
that could be shared with the teachers. Some of the lesson examples allowed for extension of
knowledge and exploration of additional materials beyond the original text. The team then set up
a time to meet with the administrative stakeholders in January to present the idea for staff
development.
In January 2018, the district administrative level stakeholders were presented the findings
and demonstration of the Class Notebook lessons for each grade level. The district stakeholders
and the researchers agreed on February 20, 2018 as the training day for the teachers. The
training occurred in the school’s computer lab. The researchers created a questionnaire for
follow-up after the professional development and received Institutional Review Board (IRB)
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approval in January for this addition. The purpose of the questionnaire was to determine if the
professional development would indicate a desire for changes in practice with technology use for
student-centered learning, and/or if the participants learned anything that they deemed important
from the training. The district’s technology director provided the second and third grade
teachers with an overview of OneNote and Class Notebook in February 2018, about two weeks
prior to the researchers’ training day. The researchers shared the Class Notebook lessons so the
teachers could copy and adjust for their own use later.
Product Implementation
The purpose of the final product was to make strides towards fostering ongoing growth in
effective reading instruction and student reading achievement at Smalltowne Elementary.
Researchers planned and presented professional development sessions on campus in February
2018 for both the second and third grade teachers at Smalltowne. There were two professional
development sessions, one for second grade teachers and one for third grade teachers, and each
session lasted one hour. These sessions provided guidance on how to use technology to increase
questioning rigor through the use of the Microsoft program OneNote. They also allowed the
researchers to share the results of the study with the teachers. Teachers were first presented with
their individual LOS scores along with the ranges for each category of traditional, eclectic, and
constructivist scores. A summary of each teacher orientation was also provided. Next, the
researchers restated each of the three research questions for the participants and provided them
with the findings. Research questions 1 and 2 were both answered with a one sentence summary
such as “all but 3 teachers observed practices aligned with their LOS orientations.” For research
question 3, bar graphs were shown to the participants of the number of 5-minute segments each
research-based strategy was observed. The researchers then stated that areas to build on for the
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school were higher DOK questioning and more authentic uses of technology. Because findings
revealed a minimal use of DOK Levels 3 and 4 within the second and third grade classrooms at
Smalltowne, teachers were also given information on each DOK level with explanations and
question examples (see Appendix A). Researchers demonstrated the Immersive Reader tool,
which allows students to actually hear the text as it is read by the computer. Students have the
option of slowing down or speeding up the rate of speech, can choose a female or male voice,
and can make the font larger or smaller. Students can also use the line focus tool to zoom in on
the specific line being read aloud, or even to a group of lines. Other options of the Immersive
Reader are to have the text broken into syllables or color-coded to show nouns, verbs, and
adjectives. Other tools demonstrated during these sessions were Office Lens and Microsoft
Translator. Office Lens allows users to scan documents with their phone and send directly to
OneNote. The Microsoft Translator tool allows users to download an app on their device that
will automatically translate spoken text into a chosen language.
After showing teachers the different features and add-ons of OneNote, the researchers
then demonstrated how to use Class Notebook, another Microsoft program. Class Notebook
allows teachers to organize class content, create interactive lessons, and collaborate. This was
highlighted because it allows teachers to use technology authentically and to differentiate for
student needs. The program also allows for higher DOK levels, because students can create and
collaborate within the space themselves. In addition to training on how to use this program in
the classroom, teachers were also given a completed OneNote project that aligned with a second
grade or third grade novel used for instruction (Appendix H). Researchers felt it important that
teachers had a concrete example and a resource they could immediately implement. Teachers
were also provided session handouts (see Appendix I) that focused on accountable talk and

90

EXAMINING EFFECTIVE READING
sentence stems for class discussion. Additionally, teachers completed a questionnaire after the
professional development session to determine the effectiveness of the session and how likely
they were to use OneNote or Class Notebook in the future. Results of the questionnaire can be
found in Reflections and Recommendations below.
Reflections and Recommendations
Reflections. The professional development sessions were delivered on February 20,
2018 in the computer lab at Smalltowne. During the professional development sessions,
researchers noted a markedly different reception between the second and third grade teachers.
The second grade teachers sat at various computers around the room and used the available
computers to engage with the session. They each logged on to their Microsoft 365 account and
accessed the Class Notebook that was shared with them. They asked pertinent questions
throughout the session and seemed genuinely interested in the program. When presented with
the findings for research question three, teachers were genuinely surprised at the lack of higher
level questioning they utilized for instruction. During the second grade session, researchers
realized that the completed Class Notebook project that had been shared with the Smalltowne
teachers did not have full functionality. This was due to the fact that the researchers had created
the project within their own instructional county, rather than Smalltowne’s county. However,
this was resolved by the researchers recreating the project under one of the second grade
teacher’s Microsoft 365 account.
After the second grade session, the third grade session began. This session was late
getting started due to a connectivity issue that took about 15 minutes to resolve. The third grade
teachers sat in a row on one side of the room, with their chairs facing outward. They did not
attempt to login to their Microsoft 365 accounts, nor did they access the prepared Class
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Notebook project. When presented with the findings of research question three, the third grade
teachers showed no reaction. Even though the session had been delayed, it still only lasted
approximately 30 minutes. Only one third grade teacher asked a question, while the rest sat
silently and listened. The third grade teachers did not seem as receptive to the training as the
second grade teachers. The third grade teachers reported that they were unable to access
OneNote in their classrooms as the computers were running older platforms that would not
integrate, which could be the reason for the lack of engagement. The third grade teachers
reported that they were told upgrades to their computers were coming. Despite the lack of
teacher engagement with the session, the administrators of Smalltowne explained to the teachers
that they would like to see OneNote and other Microsoft 365 programs being used in the
classroom.
Questionnaire results. At the end of each professional development session, teachers
were asked to complete a post training survey (see Appendix J). The purpose of the survey was
to gain an understanding of what the participants felt they had learned from the session, and
determine how likely they were to use the knowledge gained in their classrooms. Fourteen of the
16 present participants responded to an open-ended question asking them to name one take away
from the session. Of the responses, 10 out of 14 mentioned specific features of the OneNote
program such as Immersive reader, Microsoft Translator, Sway, and Office Lens. One
participant stated, “I will try the NSFNYC (an acronym for the book title) activities with my
kids. Thank you for sharing with us!”(Anonymous participant, February 20, 2018) On a Likert
scale with 1 representing “Never” and 5 representing “Always,” 13 out of 16 participants selfreported as seeing themselves using OneNote or Class Notebook “Sometimes” or “Often.” The

92

EXAMINING EFFECTIVE READING
same 13 participants predicted that they would likely use Class Notebook with their entire class
of students, as well as to remediate struggling students.
Recommendations. In order for Smalltowne teachers to continue to improve student
scores on the GMAS, some measures should be taken. One suggestion is to provide additional
professional development on the use of authentic technology. This could include more work
with Microsoft 365 and the programs it offers, including OneNote, Class Notebook, and Sway so
that students are immersed in a digital environment. Teachers could set a goal to incorporate
literacy with technology one time per month and report on their success at meeting this goal
during grade-level or staff meetings. Because technology is ever evolving, researchers strongly
advise this type of professional development be provided in a timely manner so that teachers are
able to utilize the technology they have. However, teachers need to have technology that will
support these types of programs. Some Smalltowne teachers mentioned having old and outdated
computers that were unable to support Microsoft 365. Access to technology, for students and
staff, must increase for teachers to include and support student technology use with authentic
literacy instruction.
An increase in the rigor of questioning by utilizing more DOK Level 3 and Level 4
questions is also suggested. Teachers should be able to effectively use all four levels of DOK
questioning in order to help their students succeed and improve comprehension. An increase of
questioning rigor would also lead to an increase in class discussions, which are vital when it
comes to understanding. Researchers would suggest some professional development for teachers
on understanding how to identify, craft, and utilize higher level questioning within the
classroom. It takes time and practice in order to become efficient at questioning, so ongoing
professional development would be best. One suggestion would be to present teachers with a
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variety of questions and have them rate the questions based on their own perceived DOK Level.
They could also analyze student tasks for these types of questions. Multiple sessions will help
teachers become more comfortable with using this line of questioning in the classroom.
Researchers also suggest shifting from a teacher-directed classroom to a more studentcentered classroom via the use of constructivist practices, which can lead to an increase in
student achievement. Because many of the teachers at Smalltowne identified as traditional
teachers, this would require a change in mindset. One way to do this is by providing
professional development on the differences between teacher-directed practices versus studentcentered practices, along with suggestions on how to effectively use both types of practices.
Teachers may need help analyzing their current practices in the classroom, such as how much
time is spent in a stand-and-deliver format versus how much time students are engaged with
skills collaboratively. This type of mindset change will not be a quick process; in fact, it may
take several years for teachers to begin transforming their practices. However, if stakeholders
would like to see an increase in student achievement, a focus on constructivist practices is vital.
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Appendix C:

Literacy Orientation Survey
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11. Students do not need to write every day.
12. Students should be encouraged to sound out all
words they don’t know.
13. The purpose of reading is to understand print.
14. I communicate ideas to parents about how
they can help their children with school.
15. In my classroom, students write in at least one
subject every day.
16. I ask the parents of my students to share their
time, knowledge, and expertise in my classroom.
17. Writers in my classroom typically move
through the processes of prewriting, drafting,
and revising.
18. I organize reading, writing, speaking, and
listening around key concepts.
19. Reading instruction should always be given
to the whole class at the same time.
20. I teach using themes (or integrated units).
21. Reading groups should always be based
on ability.
22. Subjects should be integrated across the
curriculum.
23. I use a variety of grouping patterns to teach
reading (such as skill groups, interest groups, whole
group, and individual instruction).
24. Students need to write for many purposes.
25. I read journal articles, attend conferences and/or
graduate classes to continue my learning.
26. Parents' attitudes about reading and
writing affect students' progress.
27. The main purpose of reading assessment is to
determine a student’s reading level.
28. I mainly use teacher-made and/or book tests
to assess my students reading.
29. Students' attitudes toward reading are affected
by how much they see their parents reading at
home.
30. I reflect on how my lessons went at the end of
each day.
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Appendix F:

Observation and Interview Schedule

Observation and Interview Schedule (1 of 2)
September 1, 2017

September 14, 2017

Time

Observer

Teacher

Activity

Time

8:30-9:00

1*

Jennifer

Interview

8:20-10:30

1 Joy

Observation

8:20-9:45

2, 3*

Joe

Observation

8:20-10:30

2 Mary P

Observation

9:00-9:45

1

Joe

Observation

8:20-10:30

3 Catrina

Observation

9:45-10:50

1-3

Mary P

Observation

10:50-11:40

3 Jennifer

Observation

9:20-9:50

3

Polly

Interview

10:50-11:40

1 Polly

Observation

9:50-10:50

3

Mary P

Observation

11:00-12:20

2 Jane

Observation

10:10-10:40 2

Joe

Interview

11:50-12:20

1 Mary P

Interview

10:40-10:50 2

Mary P

Observation

12:50-1:20

2 Catrina

Interview

10:50-11:40 1

Jennifer

Observation

12:50-1:20

3 Faith

Interview

10:50-11:40 3

Polly

Observation

1:10-1:40

1 Jill

Observation

10:50-11:40 2

Jill

Observation

1:40-2:00

1 Mary Jane Interview

11:50-12:40 1

Lizard

Observation

1:20-2:00

3 Jennifer

Observation

11:50-12:40 2

Mary Jane Observation

1:20-2:00

2 Polly

Observation

11:50-12:40 3

Jane

Observation

2:00-2:50

3 Lizard

Observation

1:10-2:00

2

Jennifer

Observation

2:00-2:50

2 Jane

Observation

1:10-2:00

1

Polly

Observation

2:00-2:50

1 Jenna

Observation

1:10-2:00

3

Jill

Observation

2:00-2:50

2

Lizard

Observation

2:00-2:50

3

Mary Jane Observation

2:00-2:50

1

Jane

Observation

*Observer 1, Jennifer; Observer 2, Natalie; Observer 3, Kim

Observer Teacher

Activity
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Observation and Interview Schedule (2 of 2)
September 21, 2017
Time

Observer

October 19, 2017
Teacher

Activity

Time

Observer Teacher

Activity

8:20-10:00

3 Jenna

Observation

8:20-9:10

3 Faith

8:20-10:00

2 Faith

Observation

8:20-9:10

1 Mary Jane Observation

8:20-10:00

1 Joe

Observation

8:20-9:10

2 Lizard

Observation

10:00-10:50

1 Mary Jane Observation

9:10-10:00

3 Lizard

Observation

10:00:10:50

3 Jill

Observation

9:10-10:00

1 Jane

Observation

10:00-10:50

2 Joy

Observation

9:10-10:00

2 Faith

Observation

11:00-11:20

3 Lizard

Observation

10:00-10:30

3 Austin

Observation

11:00-11:40

1 Jane

Observation

10:00-10:30

1 Ally

Observation

11:00-11:45

2 Mary Jane Observation

10:00-10:30

2 Lauren

Observation

11:25-11:55

3 Lizard

Interview

11:00-11:50

3 Jane

Observation

11:45-12:15

1 Jenna

Interview

11:00-11:50

1 Faith

Observation

11:50-12:20

2 Joy

Interview

11:00-11:50

2 Mary Jane Observation

12:50-1:20

2 Jane

Interview

1:10-2:00

3 Jennifer

Observation

12:50-1:20

3 Jill

Interview

1:10-2:00

1 Polly

Observation

1:10-1:30

1 Jill

Observation

1:10-2:00

2 Joe

Observation

1:20-1:40

2 Meree

Interview

2:00-2:30

3 Mary Jane Observation

1:20-2:00

3 Jennifer

Observation

2:00-2:30

1 Lizard

Observation

1:30-2:50

1 Catrina

Observation

2:00-2:30

2 Jane

Observation

2:00-2:50

3 Mary Jane Observation

*Observer 1, Jennifer; Observer 2, Natalie; Observer 3, Kim

Observation
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Appendix G:

Procedures Timeline
Aug.
2017
Survey

X

Interviews

X

Reading Class
Observations

Sept.
2017

Oct
2017

Nov.
2017

Dec.
2017

X

Feb
2018

X

X

X

X

X

Document
Collect/Review

X

X

X

X

Data Analysis

X

X

X

X

Final Product

Jan.
2018

X
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Appendix H:

Materials for Staff Development- Screenshots
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Appendix I:

Professional Development Handout
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Appendix J:

Post Professional Development Questionnaire

