





Editors Note

Message rom Edfior Valere

Lynda M. Valerie

This edition features the two scholarship recipients’ reports. 1t is noteworthy that both recipients
this year where not individuals. One, written by colleagues investigated the value of professional
conversations. The other, written by a study group, investigated the impact of expository text
structure on student expository writing.

Each issue also features the review of literature and recent research on a topic of interest for
literacy educators. Itis our hope that reading summaries of studies and implications for classroom
practice will not only stimulate professional conversations about the chosen topic but also encourage
readers to create and implement their own classroom research.

The theme the review of literature and research for this publication of the CARReader is critical
literacy. Next year's theme will be content fiteracy. Literacy specialists are continually called upon for
assistance form content area teachers who state that they are not reading or writing teachers. What
does the research have to offer literacy professionals on the subject of effective literacy strategies in
the content areas? We invite all those interested in fiteracy research to submit abstracts for the next
edition of the CARReader to be published next year. We request scholarly studies that are focused
on content area literacy, both on the national level and in the state of Connecticut. Submitting a
summary or review of literature is another avenue to get acquainted with conducting research and
participating in a professional community.

The CARReader shares results of action research reports. This action research compared two
comprehension strategies. There is notable action research taking place throughout Connecticut.
Share the expertise you have gained through your own action research.

Upcoming Events

March 18, 2008: Dr. Gay Ivey, Professor of Reading at James
Madison University, Topic: Adolescent Literacy
location: TBA

Saturday, May 31: Breakfast Meeting, Scholarship winners
CARR Research and Scholarship Grants

CARR encourages research in reading, writing and the language
arts through two types of scholarships.

CARR members may apply for a mini-grant of $200 dollars for
action research in the classroom

Graduate students in a program leading to a reading/language arts
consultant certification or certification as a remedial language arts
teacher or a doctorate in curriculum and instruction may apply for
the $750 Wirth-Santoro Research Scholarship.

For further particulars on either of these grants contact : Jean Klein at
kiean@aol.com
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I CARR Scholarship Research Report

Professional Conversations to
Enhance Reading Research
Understandings

Pam Govertsen-Kahn
Middletown Public Schools

Jill Pilon
East Farms School
Farmington, CT

Statement of Purpose

In the Spring of 2004, we took the graduate course, Design,
Management and Supervision of Reading Programs at the University
of Connecticut. The class was small and discussion was intimate

and dynamic. Along with our classmates, we enjoyed the high-level
professional conversation so much that we were sad to see the course
come to an end. Wishing to continue our dialogue and our shared love
of literacy, the idea of continuing to meet as a professional study group
was born.

Review of the Literature

How did study groups as a form of professional development emerge?
In 1983, the National Commission on Excellence in Education's Report,
A Nation at Risk, reported that “the educational foundations of our
society are presently being eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that
threatens our very future as a nation and a people.” No Child Left
Behind grew out of the many policy legislations since the 1983 report.
According to the U.S. Department of Education, Office of Elementary
and Secondary Education’s No Child Left Behind: A Desktop Reference,
this legislation claims to embody four key principles necessary to
address the issues of inequity in public education. The title of the Act
comes from President Bush's statement that “too many of our neediest
children are being left behind.”

One of these principles places an emphasis on improving instruction
through the use of teaching methods that have been demonstrated to
work. This directive has resulted in the mandate for today's teachers
to use scientifically proven, research-based practices, methodologies,
and programs. The need for teachers to acquire the knowledge
and skills necessary to do this has led to reform in professional
development practices.

Educators are encouraged to become life-long learners who
continually examine their own knowledge and practice in an effort to
educate their pupils to meet the demands of an ever more complex
world. Wald and Castleberry (2000) wrote:

We need schools that prepare our learners to lead productive lives
in this complex, high-tech, and fast-changing world — schools that
are responsive, fluid, and adaptive to emerging needs and op-
portunities. The next generation of schools must have the capacity
for continuous renewal. We must have an ethos that values lifelong
learning for staff and families, as well as students.

Much has been written recently about the relative ineffectiveness of
traditional professional development methods, which consisted largely
of “one shot workshops or training opportunities without follow-up
or immediate relevance to teacher needs” (CLASP Consulting 2002).
Teachers would listen to the ideas and return to their classrooms
relying only on their own interpretation of the information. “One of the
most formidable obstacles a school will face in attempting to func-
tion as a professional learning community is the tradition of teacher
isolation. . ." (Dufour, 1999). On the other hand, Eastwood and Louis
(1992) found that the most important factor in the success of school
initiatives is the presence of a collaborative environment, one in which
educators become involved in collective inquiry and reflective dialogue.
In the last chapter of Living Between the Lines {2001), Lucy Calkins
and Shelley Harwayne state, “If we as teachers are going to nurture
our souls, we need each other.” (Robb, 2000, p. 82)

Lyons and Pinnell (2001) have developed a list of Characteristics of
Systems for Extending Learning, a clear intent of NCLB. These include:

*The responsibility for learning is shared.

=There is a commitment to ongoing learning.

=Learning is grounded in the work of students and teachers.
*Learning takes place in an atmosphere of inquiry.

*Learning is accomplished through conversation.

*Data are used for practical purposes.

*Communication takes place within and beyond the community.
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One research-based professional development model that meets
the requirements of NCLB is the professional study group. This model
was one of the “core propositions advanced by the National Board of
Teaching Standards” in 1989 (CLASP Consulting, 2002). It is “more
likely to lead to sustained change in classrooms than other staff
development models™ (Allen, 2006-07) and to create a common vision
(Sweeney, 2003). According to Garet, Porter et al (2001), the format
of a study group meets the criteria of an effective reform-based pro-
fessional development model. It accomplishes this by its definition — a
group that meets over an extended time to enhance the group's under-
standing of a specific subject or subjects. According to this study:

. . . our results indicate that sustained and intensive professional
development is more likely to have an impact, as reported by teachers,
than in shorter professional development. Our results also indicate
that professional development that focuses on academic subject matter
{content), gives teachers opportunities for “hands-on” work (active
learning), and is integrated into the daily life of the school (coherence),
is more likely to produce enhanced knowledge and skilis.

Further support for the power of cooperative, collegial learning was
noted by Garry and Graham (2004, reporting on the work of Porter
et al. 2000) with this list of common elements of effective professional
development, all of which are characteristics of study groups:

= Afocus on higher-order teaching strategies

* Use of a reform type (e.g., teacher study groups or net-
works) as opposed to isolated workshops

* Inclusion of opportunities for active learning

*  Direct connections between teachers' goals and the focus of
the professional development

Grouping of teachers from the same subject area, grade
level, or school

Robb (2000, p. 83) has suggested a few additional elements par-
ticular to study groups which render them valued tools for improvement
in our profession. These include participant control of the curriculum
and meeting times, focus on teacher needs (not administrator needs),
and inquiry as the force driving the curricuum.

What is the Purpose of a Study Group?

Why should educators spend professional time together in study
groups? There are three major reasons. Study groups help us imple-
ment curricular and instructional objectives, collaboratively plan school
improvement, and study research on teaching and learning (Fisher
using the work of Murphy, 1992).

Study groups typically form when a small group of teachers want
to focus on a common issue or concern. Bean (2004) stated “When
teachers are involved in an activity that is especially meaningful to
them, they become more engaged in the process and are generally
more willing to apply what they are learning to their classroom
practices. Participation in a study group puts teachers in charge of
their own learning. . ." They meet together in order to collaboratively
build meaning and problem solve about a common issue. Usually
they do so with the goal of improving the quality of instruction in
their classrooms through inquiry methods of learning. These groups
provide opportunities for teachers to share their expertise, diverse
perspectives, and support. Often they turn to sources other than
themselves to study collaboratively — the diversity of their perceptions
and experiences directly expands the knowledge of their subject for
alt the study group members, by adding depth and dimensions of
understanding that they may not have thought of independently —thus
helping to build and expand upon new learning.

In this era of reform initiatives legislated by policy makers, but
not necessarily supported by funding, the study group model may
seem particularly appealing to schools as a form of professional
development because it is relatively inexpensive. Facilitation depends
upon the expertise of staff within the school’s culture, thus avoiding
the costs of hiring outside consultants. Study groups lend themselves
to enduring, well-attended professional development because of the
convenience of meeting in the work place. These sessions are easily
accessible to the teachers, administrators, parents, and specialists
working within the school, affording an avenue of communication
among these subgroups. Teachers accumulate knowledge about best
practices and integrate them immediately into daily work with children.
Magnification of improved student learning is achieved as teachers
model and discuss new insight with colleagues and parents. The
ongoing inquiry, integration into practice, reflection, and modification
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operate in the cyclical manner which results in continuous improvement
in schools.

Thus, if study groups are to be valued as a substantial response to
the drive for educational enhancement, they need be developed and
executed following a somewhat precise, research-based structure that
has been proven to be effective.

How Should Study Groups Be Structured?

The structure for study groups referred to in this paper comes
from the work of Adam Garry and Parry Graham (2004). Although
their work centered on professional development for dissemination of
technology best practices, their structural foundations for study groups
hold true for the study of any other topic.

Garry and Graham state that for any professional development
activity to be effective the activity must center on the study of an area
of need directly related to curriculum and student learning. Therefore,
the first order of business for a study group is to establish its focus.

In fact, a study group usually grows out of a problem that needs to

be addressed by a group of people related in some cohesive way (i.e.
grade level teachers; classroom teachers, special education providers
and reading specialists; or district administrators, principals, and head
teachers).

When the participants have agreed to form a group they next need
to establish the basic ground rules, which Garry and Graham label,
“The Initial Framework for Understanding.” This stage is where the
group takes care of the group norms. Some conventions to consider
might be who will be included in the group (Fountas and Pinnell sug-
gest that groups of 5 to 7 people work best, 2001, p. 174); where
and when meetings will take place, and how long they will last; who
will facilitate the group; what material/topics will be studied; what the
expectations for participation will involve. These expectations should
include clear commitment to attend regularly, read chapters, and/or try
strategies in the classroom. “As with any group, study groups create
their own culture, and when ground rules are established and agreed-
on early in the process, it is more likely that the study group will reach
its goal.” (Vogt and Shearer, 2003).

The person who is selected as facilitator should be someone who is
willing to take risks, has experience and expertise in a specific topic,
and has the self-discipline to observe and guide participants (Robb,

2000, p. 87). Farr {2004, p. 88) has found that the sharing of power
is key to the success of collaborative relationships. A facilitator should
view himself as an equal in the learning process, and not as an author-
ity. Further, Farr states that for study groups to maintain continuity,

it is essential for a facilitator to provide a skeletal framework for the
group, and the group must trust that this role will continue. A facilita-
tor should consider the following suggestions offered by Laura Robb
(2000, p. 88):

1.Begin the meeting on time and follow the agenda or plan negotiated
with participants at the previous meeting.

2.Read the notes you took from the last meeting to refresh partici-
pants’ minds.

3.Invite participants to share a minilesson, how a reading or writing
strategy worked in their classroom, and so on.

4.Keep the discussion going with these questions: Does anyone have
something to add? Does anyone have a different perspec-
tive? Can you offer research that supports this idea? Can
you show us and interpret students’ work? Can you elabo-
rate on that idea? Can you clarify that point with an
example from your dassroom or from professional
reading?

5.Encourage members to link and adapt theory, demonstrations, and
discussions to their classrooms.

6.Help resolve heated disagreements by repeating the salient points
each side raised and pointing out that diverse ideas can
coexist.

7.Negotiate assignments for participants and the agenda for the next
study group.

8 Write up the high points after the meeting on notebook paper or
on forms your school has developed. Distribute these to
appropriate persons.

lennifer Allen (2006) also suggests that resources should be
organized ahead of time and that meetings should be held in a relaxed
environment with healthful snacks available.

The next stage “Analysis/Application,”s also from Garry and Graham
(2004), is when “participants are evaluating new resources or ideas
with a critical eye and beginning to make connections to their own
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classroom objectives and curricula.” This phase of the study group
process entails positive group discussion that encourages new learning
from considered resources, while allowing for group reflection about
ways to use this insight as a catalyst to stimulate improved student
achievement. It can also include examination of student work, resulting
in suggestions for new instruction methodologies to address particular
learning needs.

The final phase of a study group’s journey has to do with coherence
to the entire learning community in the form of Reflection. This may
be the most important aspect of the study group because it can have
profound impact on the professional culture of a school, according to
Garry and Graham (2004).

Probably the most important aspect of the study group model is
its ability to develop and strengthen professional culiure, which

increases a school's capadity for long-term improvement. At the
heart of this process is teacher reflection and collegial feedback.

Robert Garmston and Bruce Wellman (1999) view reflective dialogue
as a key agent in “melding the private and the public and of autonomy
and interdependence” that exist in the professional communities of our
schools. Shared understandings bind educators together, reducing
some of the isolation in classroom instruction.

Methodology

The Initial Framework for Understanding. We met in the summer of
2004 and had a lively discussion about possible study group topics

and potential members. After choosing a date and location for our
first meeting, we decided to invite our UCONN classmates and encour-
aged them to invite two or three colleagues with an interest in literacy
research, instruction, and leadership. One aspect of our project that
appeared to differ from study groups that had been discussed in the
literature was that group members were not all employed by a single
school district; rather we represented five districts and a university in
the Greater Hartford area (Farmington, Middletown, Waterford, West
Hartford, Wethersfield, and University of Connecticut). Core par-
ticipants included a graduate student, two classroom teachers, one
Read- ing Recovery teacher, one teacher/literacy coach, one reading
spedialist, two reading consultants, one curriculum

specialist for professional learning, two principals, and one university
professor. On occasion other professionals joined us when our topic
was of personal interest. We were hopeful that this inter-district project
could lead to learning that might influence practice beyond the scope
of our individual systems.

We prepared a Needs Survey. We included topics and materials that
had piqued our own interest during our coursework at UCONN or that
we had simply heard about from other fanguage arts professionals.
Wanting to serve as effective facilitators who keep a group on task, we
also created a simple agenda and a study quide. Full establishment of
further ground rules had to wait until the first study group meeting in
order to negotiate dates, times, and assignments/readings so that all
participants would share ownership of this learning experience.

We met about once per month (seven times) throughout the 2004-
2005 school year. All meetings were held at a centrally located Barnes
and Noble Book Store from 6:30 until about 8:00 PM. The following
chart summarizes each study group meeting, including summary
information about the “big ideas” that the group learned as well as
examples of how these ideas were applied in the work setting (see
tables on pages 8-11).

Analysis/Application

We met about once per month (seven times) throughout the
2004-2005 school year. All meetings were held at a centrally
located Barnes and Noble Book Store from 6:30 until about 8:00
PM. The following chart summarizes each study group meeting,
including summary information about the “big ideas” that the
group learned as well as examples of how these ideas were ap-
plied in the work setting:
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Reflection

Following each of the first few sessions, we asked group members
to complete a formal reflection form. Afterwards we, as fadilitators,
prepared and distributed minutes by email that summarized our new
learning and how these understandings would be implemented in our
teaching, coaching, or professional development practices. At the con-
clusion of each meeting, we saved a few minutes to agree on a focus
for the next meeting. As the group became more intimate, structures
relaxed as we discovered that outcomes wouldn'’t always be immedi-
ately apparent. Over time our group processes became more fluid,
and we found less need for official documentation.

During the 2006-2007 school year, we reconvened and quickly no-
ticed that the interests of our group had taken a new direction. Once
again we all completed a needs survey which indicated a desire to
concentrate on leadership issues. These texts were springboards for
our monthly inquiry/research and reflective discussions:

Literacy Coaching, The Essentials by Katherine Casey

Becoming a Literacy Leader by lennifer Allen
Sustainable Leadership by Andy Hargreaves and Dean Fink

Teaching for Comprehending and Huency by Irene C. Fountas and
Gay Su Pinnell
Choice Words by Peter H. Johnston

Highlights from this second year of working together included
these deepened understandings:

« Teaching students to label their comprehension strategies
is not an important teaching focus. Instead, ability to apply
these strategies independently is essential.

»  Teachers should understand the power of reciprocal conver-
sation when conferring with students.

»  Reading and discussing professional literature together al-
lows learners to make meaningful connections across texts
and theories.

= Having commonly understood terminology for fiteracy ideas
helps develop shared conceptualizations.

*»  Participation in literacy study groups enables administrators

to deepen their knowledge of theory and to identify resources
that will help teachers improve the learning of students in their
schools.

= (Coaching is a collaborative learning model. It is not supervisory.
Shared planning and instruction expands everyone's repertoire of
instructional approaches and improves student learning. Coaches
need to apply the gradual release of responsibility model for
learning in their work with other professionals.

* Literacy leaders need to create systems and practice that are
sustainable beyond their tenure.

*  Commitment as a member of a study group encourages partici-
pants to read texts and discuss topics that might not have been
explored independently.

* A multidisciplinary study group provides the opportunity to con-
sider ideas from differing points of view and promotes respectful
non-judgmental listening.

= Mature study groups are able to encourage professional growth
with decreasingly less rigid structures. Groups become less
guarded and more willing to take risks in discourse.

Discussion

In our role as facilitators we learned how to gather participants,
schedule meetings, develop study guides, manage time, and collect
resources. We also learned how important it is to develop strategies
for maintaining group processes that focus discussions. Advantages
of our partnership included encouragement to keep on track, shared
anticipation of issues, constant clarification of thinking, and a renewed
professional and personal friendship.

We participated in “Instructional Conversations” (Tompkins, 2003),
or conversations for the purpose of enhancing our conceptual knowl-
edge of shared interests, as we read and discussed texts related to
literacy and instructional practices.

1. These discussions provided multiple encounters with the
vocabulary of our craft, embedding the language into our
thinking. This has led to an improved ability to concep-
tualize the knowledge of our profession as we teach and
communicate with other education professionals.
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1. These conversations also helped to expand our own under-
standing of topics, while considering various interpretations by
colleagues with varying perspectives. Personal connections, expe-
riences, and questions were frequent cause for shifts in thinking.
Such sharing of insight deepened the comprehension of each of
the study group members in ways that an individual reading of the
same text would not have accomplished.

2. Multiple encounters with ideas based on readings in a relaxed
social setting helped conceptualizations become more memorable.
The supportive tone of the group encouraged experimentation
and application in classrooms.

Our study group was highly successful as a shared learning
opportunity. Each of Farr's (2004, p. 73-98) descriptors of the
collaborative process was apparent in our action research. We all
placed high value on our meetings and created time in busy schedules
to meet. Our learning was focused, but willingness to change direction
to address unexpected questions kept us flexible. Because participants
genuinely trusted and cared for each other while respecting individual
competency, dialogue was open and non-judgmental. Power was
shared equally as decisions were made and while conversing. With
members representing a variety of literacy perspectives and several
school districts, we constantly discussed issues that would impact
learning beyond our individual schools, sharing ideas that could
improve instruction in our region or state. Perhaps most important
- we laughed often together and regarded our study group as an
enjoyable method of renewing professional energy.

It is difficult for study group members to maintain commitment when
topics are not of personal interest. Perhaps a group of five to seven
members as suggested by Fountas and Pinnell would have helped with
consistent attendance. It wasn't possible for us to please all of the
original members with chosen topics because of differing priorities
for professional growth. A core group who attended the meetings
reqularly expressed that the experience was better than anticipated,
and that it served as an inspiration to keep current with literacy issues.

It was often hard to read an entire text for each meeting. Flexibility
to allow continued conversation at a subsequent session proved to be
helpful. Rather than planning to read entire books, focusing on only a
chapter or two made the task feasible for busy professionals. A jigsaw
or similar strategy could also have been used to share the reading
preparation ahead of time or at the actual meeting.

The inter-district study group structure created a learning ripple
effect. Not only did members learn content, but they also became
familiar with this professional development model. They recreated this
experience in their local districts, schools, and classrooms — sharing
and continuing their own learning while growing the learning of others
in their community.

Through our work as an inter-district group, a discourse began
about the widely varying resources, curriculum, support programs,
staff roles, and student performance among a small urban and several
suburban districts.

Recommendations

« There is ethical potential for the strong collegial bonds that
are developed in this inter-district collaborative professional
development model to influence improved education at a
larger scale. In such a setting, professionals from both high
and low performing districts may be able to work together
to find ways of equalizing student performance among all
districts in an entire region.

It might useful to explore ways to use technology to enable
study group members from varying districts to converse and
enhance understandings of text between scheduled meet-
ings.

Extensions of shared study group learning might include
focused observations and walk-throughs, peer coaching, and
joint lesson study.

Continued research about study groups with interdisciplinary
membership (professors, administrators, literacy specialists,
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teachers, graduate students, etc.) is needed to determine
their value in the development of collaborative learning
communities in educational settings.

* Further studies that measure the relationship between
study groups and improved student performance would be
helpful to quantify the utility of this professional develop-

ment model.
. Ideas Incorporated into Teaching as a
Date Topic Learning That Tock Place Result of Discussion/Readings
9.27.06 | imroduction, « There are & cueing syatems « Readjust use of Reader’s Nolebook
Neods Survey, « Teachers need to model their own « Improve Reader's Workshep by
Greund Rules, reading behaviors and share their own incorporating mini-lessons, structured
Book Discussion reading lives independent reading, gunided groups,
of Siil! Learning | <« Teachers must know wheo their readers and debriefing at the end
ic Read by Erapki|  are to help establish goals * Organize the efassroom library to
Sibbesstein and * Teachers need to have basic knowledge answer the task and purpese of voung
Karen Szvmusisk of the reading process before they can readers
transform their instruction * Build more knowledpe of the literacy
* Professional collzboration is 2 powerful process with collezgues
way to improve literacy instruction: ¢ Encourape and participate in
collaborative conversation among
grade level teammates
* Use Sull Learning to Read with upper
elementary grade teachers in 2 study
group
10-25.04 | Book Discussion | * We need to make reading “real” for all * Asking simdents 1o use response
Siill Learning to readers notehooks to write about read aloud
Read ¢ Manapement issues are vital as teachers « Plan for focused study of author’s
Ty new practices craft during read aloud
* Elements of reader”s workshop can be * Include shared reading as part of the
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built upon at every fovel, not just

Centers can be used as flexible cheices
for siudents during independent reading
We need to model “teacher as reader” to
help students think about their own
processing stratepies

We need to teach stadents how 1o read at
a “just right” speed

Rezding response joumnals can be used to
write about the read aloud or puided
rezding text as well 25 personal

daily reader’s workshop

Helping collezgues understand the 3
types of mini-lessons - nunagement,
literary, and strategy

Teaching fix-up strategies explicitly
Choosing “touchstone™ texts and
organizing them for specific sirategy
lessons -~ many were taken from Stilf
Learning io Read

Documenting the flow of topics within
2 discussion

selections
= Fix-it strategies need to be taupht
explicitly
312-13-04 | Book Discussion | * Discussion is a2 pewerful toof 1o expand = Have 2 “word of the day™
Teaching and make ideas memorable = Thoughtfully anticipate and
Focabulary in Afi] = We need to hold children accountable for incorporate voczbulary in planning of
Classrooms by voczhulary growth by heving them use book intreductions and lessons
Camille new werds in responses and * Have mere discussions that include
Blachowicz and conversgtion purposeful use of vocabulary
Peter & Fisher * Voczbulary is integral to literacy * Teach word study‘analysis explicitly
development = Create a “word rich” school ~

* Voczbulary is difficult to sssess hatlways, etc.

» Purposeful instruction of vecabulery is * Continue 16 incorporste discussion
necessary. [on™t use recipes. Instead ideas inte teacher preparation courses
amalyze what good readers do te lcem * Have students keep record of
voczbulary, then teach these stratzgics interesting words that zrise in text that

» Consider choice, control, collzberztion, they are reading. Cheice of words is
connections, challenge when deciding up te students
what to teach = Reading more sbout voczbulary

* Motivation is important factor in research
vocgbulary growth -~ this happens when * Reading with greater swareness of
we are eager to understand hard text strategics we use 1o understand words

2.9.45 Book Discussion | = Writer’s Workshop epproach as < including a daily mini-lesson during

Writing Essentials
by Reeie,
Routman,
Discussion topic:
“What is Essential
in the Teaching of
Writing?"”

advocated by Teacher's Colleps can be

an effective teaching medel

Mini-lessons are powerful for teaching

writers crait if they are brief (10

mimutes or loss) and aftow for active

student engagement

Teachers nesd to model their own

writing. They need to consider

thewselves to be writers and make their
work public. They should keep their
own writer’s notebook.

» Teachers could gain eonfidence in their
own writing if they have opportunities to
writz with their colleapnes

* Kids need to feal passion about writing

Public conferences are a technique that

can be used to teach 2 skilt that is usefut

for the whole class

» Students need to understand and develop
their own voice as writers

= Content should be the focus in writer'’s

L3

L3

writing instruction

Including 2 “public conference™ often
by showeasing 2 student®s work that
shows evidence of application of
taught stratepies or by helping 2
student who is having difficulty
applving a strategy

Writing in front of the class using the
overhead to medel and think aloud
sbout the struggle of the writing
process

Providing more opportunities for
students to “write short™ pieces o
practice new strategies

Including opportunity to stery tolf
pricr to writing

Using rubries to make convention
expectations clesr

Having brief writing workshep
“interruptions™ to remind students to
spend = fgw minutes editing their work
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workshop

Kids need lots of opportunities to “write
short™

Conversation is an impaortant pre-writing
straiegy

Teachers need 10 require students to use
conventions comrectly as they write
Topics that we ask students to write
sbout should be zuthentic and perscnally
significant

Students need to tearn strategies for
finding 2 topic

Connections betwesn reading and
writing strategies should be made
evident

before proceeding
= Providing direct instruction about how
1o find topics
Using Read Aloud from Reader's
Workshop 1o highlight suther’s craft
that class has been leaming in writing
workshop

3-306-05 | Boek Discussion | + Schools have 2 significant effect on « Study groups have been established in
What Works in student achievement our schools to discuss this book as
Schools by = An effective teacher is the most well as 35l Learning 1o Read
Robert Marzane important factor in smdent achicvement

* Professicnal development is critical if
we want to have highty qualified and
informed teachers

* Professional development comes in
meny shapes and forms - study groups
such ss ours is one form

4.7.05 | “Field Trip” o * Schools account for 20% of the = Rethinking “excellence™ znd
hear Robert difference in achievement, other 0% is “compeience” when evaluating
Marzang spezk a result of home, background, children’s performance
about his book, motivation, etc. = Considering more efibctive ways to
Whai Warks in * School factors that influsnce provide frequent feedback
Schools, schievement include {in tank order} & = Planning snd including 2 clear
University of guaranteed and viable currienfum, statement of the anticipated leaming
Hartford, CREC challenging goals and effective gost at the beginning of lessons
Teaching znd curriculume, parent comyrunication snd = Bzing more vigilant sbout planning
Learmning Boek involvement, safe and orderly sffective and 2ppropriste reading
Chib gnvironment, coflegial and professional comprehension instruction, and

staff

Teacher factors {in no specific order}
include instructional strategies,
classroom: manapement, classroom
curriculure: design

1t is impossible to implement all of the
mandated curricutum in the amount of
time we have

Reading comprehension is the ondy
gssential cumiculum item

Curricutum: should be lean and mean
* Never use 3 single test to meke high
stzkes decisions

Students and teachers need feedback
gvery 9 weeks

Expecting “excellence™ is not fair,
expecting “competence” is fair
Students find satisfaction in being
engaged in something that is complex
and o ic, that allows far

making it clesr to students that this is
the most impertznt thing thet they can
leamn in school
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relationships with other people, and
provides for some autonomy in lesming
It is important to chocse
teaching/learning strategies that work for
veur individuzl scheol

* Students should be aware of the lsaming

geal of every lesson - “As a result of
today’s lessen, you will understand. . "

3-11-03

Discussion about
Marzang’s, 4-7-05
presentation and
Book Discussion
Classroom
Insvruction thm
Woris by Robert

it is important to know which instruction
strategies have the greatest impact on
student learning ~ don’t waste time

* Summarizing is one of the most

impertant skills that students need to
leamn

* Explicitly enpaging students in the

creation of non-linguistic representations
leads to improved teaming because they
stimulste increased sctivity in the brain.
Examples include graphic organizers,
physical models, creating mental
pictures, drawing pictures, kinesthetic
aclivities

* Prepuring 2 jigsaw reading activity to
help staff efficiently read several
chapters and to diseuss this book

11
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Introduction

“The face of content area literacy instruction is changing. Once
associated exclusively with middle and high school instruction, today, as
never before, educators are directing their attention to the importance
of encouraging content area literacy instruction at even the earliest
levels” (Moss, 2005, p. 46). In the article, “Searching Informational
Texts: Text and Task Characteristics That Affect Performance” the
author states, “Informational texts deal with relatively less familiar
content and use text organizational patterns (e.g., compare and
contrast, cause/effect) different from the traditional narrative
structure.”(Brown, 2003, p.1). With the current academic focus on
reading instruction across the curriculum we were interested to see if
expository text structure knowledge would affect students’ expository
writing.

Purpose of Study

The purpose of our research, The Impact of Expository Text
Structure Knowledge on Fifth and Eight Grade Student's Expository.
Writing focuses on the relationship between student knowledge of
expository text structures and the transfer of that knowledge to the
students’ expository writing.

Review of Literature

Currently an “ever-deepening crisis in adolescent literacy” exists
according to a position statement for the Commission on Adolescent
Literacy of the International Reading Association (1999). The expecta-
tions of adolescent students to comprehend complex content are unlike
any expectations set for previous generations of students, due in part
to the complex technological demands of today's workplace.

Alarming statistics from the 1998 Reading Report Card by National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) show that approximately
only sixty percent of U.S. adolescents could understand factual state-
ments and less than five percent could elaborate on the meaning of
the material read (Meltzer, 2001). NAEP writing assessments also
showed that few adolescents could write material with the amount of
detail needed to support their main points. If students can’t under-
stand the science they are reading, how can they be expected to draw
a correlation for an experiment, understand a scientific argument or
write about cause/effect? These same questions can be asked with dif-
ferent disciplines such as history or mathematics. Students must learn
how to distinguish, identify and interpret the most important expository
content and succeed in transferring this information into their exposi-
tory writing. As students are being pushed to read and understand
more content, many students struggle with not only what the text is
about but also how to read it. Students who are unfamiliar with exposi-
tory reading have difficulty understanding how to negotiate these texts
because they lack schema for such genre and topics (Villano, 2005).

Today's adolescents in the 21st century working world will read and
write more than at any time in human history (Vacca, 2002). They will
need advanced literacy levels to succeed in managing the vast quanti-
ties of information they will be confronted with in their professional and
personal lives. Compounding the problem is students entering middle
and high school receive little or no instruction in using reading and
writing strategies to learn with texts (Vacca, 2002).

As reported by Vacca, a recent report by the Carnegie Corpora-
tion of New York finds that more than 50% of students entering high
school in the 35 largest cities in the United States read at or below the
sixth grade level. While appearing skillful at reading, some students are
only going through the rote process of reading and writing while they
are unable to interpret the meaning of content area subject matter.
Although students receive instruction in rhetorical writing, they rarely
associate writing with learning “by using writing to explore and and
interpret
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meaning that they encounter in texts and class discussions,” (Vacca,
2002, p. 3).

Because of the importance of text structure in comprehension and
writing, the issue is not whether text structure instruction is effective
but what type of instruction is most effective (as cited in Englert &
Hiebert, 1984; Horowitz, 1985; McGee, 1982). Students that were
aware of text structure while reading produced better structure in their
writing and were better comprehenders (as cited in McGee, 1982).
Research findings suggest the importance of leveraging reading and
writing relationships when creating text structure interventions or les-
son plans. In their analysis of textbooks Kragler (2005) noted, that the
social studies and science texts primarily focused on assessing student
understanding rather than a focus on comprehension instruction.
Comprehension instruction that was offered was inadequate.

In “Integrating Reading and Writing to Teach Compare-Contrast Text
Structure: A Research-Based Methodology”, Shirley Dickson (1999)
states that “Research in text structure, writing process, and integrated
reading and writing provides evidence that these instructional compo-
nents mutually support each other” (p.1). Dickson's statement is an
affirmation of our research of the refationship between student knowl-
edge of expository text structures and the transfer of that knowledge
to the students’ expository writing.

A study conducted by Williams, Hall and Lauer (2004) on the
benefits of teaching expository text structure to young at-risk learners
demonstrated that even second grade students benefited from specific
instruction in expository text structure. Some of the conclusions drawn
from the study were that knowledge of text structure organization
improves comprehension and positively affects the ability to transfer
this knowledge both orally and in written summaries. This instruction,
especially if it is geared toward a single text structure such as cause
and effect that was used in the study, is effective in improving students’
comprehension of expository text.

Some of the lessons taught in the Williams, Hall and Lauer study
{2004) are similar to lessons used in our research. These include the
use of graphic organizers, teaching compare and contrast strategy
questions, summarization, and instruction in “clue” words used in the
cause/effect text structure.
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Solutions to Address the Problem

Vacca (2002) points out that while content literacy programs are
emerging in middle and high schools he believes it is important that
all subject teachers share the responsibility in literacy development.
More teachers, he writes, are aware of the needs of their adolescent
students, and are finally beginning to use instructional strategies that
incorporate content literacy.

Sinatra (2000} points out that, in order to effect change, teachers
need to model the use of concept maps; providing guided practice in
concept mapping, and encouraging progression toward using concept
mapping independently. This should be done as part of teaching
expository text structure and allowing for more student led discussion.

Jacobs {2002) states that teachers need to activate and organize
students background knowledge and that they must effectively use
strategies that bridge known to new knowledge, such as brainstorming,
using graphic organizers, cloze passages and encourage the develop-
ment of students’ own questions through writing or interactive writing.
Along with Vacca, Jacobs too talks of staff development, where content
area teachers must examine their instructional goals to see how read-
ing and writing to learn in the content areas can lead to a stronger
development and a clearer understanding for students.

Limitations in Existing Research
After an extensive search, few studies were found that paralleled our

research, The impact of Expository Text Structure Knowledge on Fifth
and Eighth Grade Student’s Expository Writing. The majority of the
studies focused on the need for expository text structure knowledge
and its refationship to reading comprehension. Few studies were found
with supporting material for the transfer of text structure knowledge
from reading to the expository writing process.

Numerous studies approached the topic of teaching reading
strategies in the content areas and went on to propase that reading
instruction is the responsibility of all teachers, including content area
teachers, due to the fact that, unfamiliarity with expository text struc-
ture interferes with student’s ability to understand the “to-be-learned”
material (Bakken & Wheldon, 2002). Students need direct instruction in
expository text structure; and that concept mapping aids in the writing
process Sinatra (2000). The article does not claim direct instruction
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in expository text structure improved students’ expository writing with a
transfer of strategies from the reading process to the writing process.
We attempted to answer two questions during our research:

1. Do students possess background knowledge of text structure
from their reading?

2. With direct instruction of the cause/effect expository text
structure will we see a transfer of knowledge to the students’
expository writing?

Method
Participants:

This qualitative study involved two classes, one fifth grade, and
one eighth grade located in the same urban district. The participants
consisted of 9 elementary and 7 middle school students. All
participants were from inclusion classrooms and no distinctions were
made between special education students and regular education
students during the study. Students were chosen through convenience
sampling. Qur study was designed to measure the students’
expository text structure knowledge on their expository writing using

cause/effect genre.

Instrumentation:

Baseline data was collected through the triangulation of two types
of instruments. The first instrument was (a) modified Cloze of an
expository cause/effect passage. This
modified Cloze consisted of 200-250 words. The second instrument
(b) an open ended visual cue provided the participants with two
pictorial representations of a cause/effect relationship. These visuals
were used to elicit an open ended written response which provided
evidence of the students’ expository writing knowledge using the
cause/effect structure. Visuals provided a modification for inclusion
students to respond with their peers. Participant responses to
visuals were critically viewed through the use of a rubric. This rubric
measured participants’ understanding and application of necessary
key elements of cause/effect writing.

To allow for consistency in the scoring of student work, each
researcher participated in the development of the parameters used in
the rubric. Scoring was based on the format used on the Connecticut
Mastery Test-Third Generation. Each student's writing score was based
on two separate readings each producing a score between 0 and 4. A
third scorer was used when there was a discrepancy of more than one
point between the judgments of the first two scorers. The two scores
for each essay were added to produce the final score for each student
with a maximum score of 8. In order to control bias due to student
familiarity, the classroom teacher, as well as an objective scorer/
researcher assessed the data.

Prior to instruction both instruments were administered in order
to establish a baseline of the participants' knowledge of expository
text structure and its impact on their expository writing. in order to
establish fair baseline data all participants involved were assigned
a number. Every third number was then selected from this list, thus
allowing for a fair distribution of participants from the high, middle,
and low ranges. This process also allowed for the inclusion of special
education students from both classrooms.

At midpoint of the study, the students’ knowledge of cause/effect
text structure and its effect on their writing was re-evaluated using
ditferent versions of each instrument. These instruments were
administered only after the students had been exposed to the cause/
effect text framework along with sufficient modeling, quided practice
and independent application of the cause/effect writing framework.

For the final assessment a change was made to the visual cue
instrument. Instead of providing the participants with two pictorial
representations of a cause/effect relationship, only one was provided.
This was done in order to ascertain whether or not participants had
internalized the instruction of cause/effect genre. In regard to the
Cloze passages all three fifth grade passages had a number of cause/
effect signal words eliminated from the text. However, for grade eight
the third Cloze passage had an efimination of phrases indicating cause/
effect relationships.
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Results

In exploration of our research topic, The Impact of Expository Text
Structure Knowledge on Fifth and Eighth Grade Students' Expository
Writing our random sample group of participants consisted of 9 fifth
grade students and 7 eighth grade students selected from a pool of
50 students that participated in our study (see table on page 17).

Discussion

Consistent with the findings of several other researchers; Moore
(1996), Jacobs (2002}, Sinatra {2000), Dixon (1999), Williams, Hall
and Lauer (2004), our research findings strongly suggest that specific
instruction in expository text structure positively affects students’
comprehension of material read with a transfer of text structure skills
to the students’ writing.

Data analysis of results from both the visual prompt as well as the
Cloze passage demonstrate an increase in student scores for both fifth
and eighth graders. When comparing baseline to final scores for the
visual prompt assessment, there was an increase of 62% in correct
student responses. Cloze passage assessment also showed a signifi-
cant increase of 75% from the baseline to the final assessment.

Interestingly, when viewing the results of the fifth and eighth grades
separately, 67% of the fifth graders and 29% of the eighth graders
showed a significant drop in their visual prompt responses when com-
paring from baseline to mid-point. A factor that may have contributed
to this decline in scores was that CMT testing occurred during this time
period which adversely affected pacing of instruction and delivery of
assessments.

Limitations

The primary fimitations of the study were the limited amount of time
allocated in conducting the research and lesson design. Also, the
research was conducted during the Connecticut Mastery Test (CMT)
and was administered around the CMT test schedule.

Initially, lesson design for both 5th and 8th grade was identical but
was modified to meet the individual needs of each class. “Modifica-
tions made must be based on sound knowledge of the learner: what he
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or she knows and can do, as well as his or her learning style” (as cited
in McMackin & Witherell, 2005, p. 249). The fifth grade students re-
quired more practice in cause/effect because of their limited exposure
to the structure. The eighth grade students had previous experience
using cause/effect and thus became bored with the amount of lessons
administered. The lesson design and the number of lessons had to
be modified. Also, the fifth grade needed more explicit instruction in
application and use of a rubric, whereas the eighth grade did not.

Strengths

The primary strengths of the research inciude the sample size, use
of students in the same urban school district, use of visual prompts
and continuous weekly meeting of the researchers.

The sample size of fifty participants from which our random group
of sixteen was selected was manageable and allowed the researchers
to conduct an in-depth analysis of each participant's work. Using stu-
dents from the same urban school district allowed for a fair comparison
of students from the same socio-economic background.

The use of visual prompts allowed ESL, struggling readers and
special education students to complete the assignment of writing an
expository passage using cause/effect that was not dependent on their
reading ability. As a result of the cause/effect lessons included in the
research study all participants were exposed to the cause/effect struc-
ture and had additional practice in using cause/effect. This enabled
them to have prior knowledge that may have aided them in the Cloze
portion of the CMT.

Implications

Qur results strongly suggest that instruction in cause/effect text
structure positively affected the students’ expository writing with a
transfer of knowledge from reading to writing. Resulting from an in-
depth analysis of participants’ work, we identified significant improve-
ment over time in students’ baseline to final assessment scores for the
random sample of students selected.

With our findings in mind we agree with Sinatra (2000) that a shift
in teaching style is needed in order to address content area reading
instruction. “Teachers need to move from the ‘broad brush’ approach
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of covering content to focusing on selected topics in depth.”

According to Moss (2005) students receive limited exposure to exposi-
tion and get little instruction in how to comprehend information text.
We assume students can transfer their ability to read narrative into
competent reading of non-narrative, upon which much of their further
education and capacity to deal with adutt fife will depend.

Suggestions for Future Research

Suggestions for future research would include the replication of this
cause/effect text structure study in other urban districts within Con-
necticut to establish validity for this research project. Another area
of productive research might be the study of other expository text
structures such as: compare/contrast, sequence, and description to
see if knowledge of these structures is transferred to academic areas
other than in which they were learned.

Visual Pronxpt and Cloze Passape scores from 5% and 8% gmde randam sample
Basclme to Mid ol

pnmt Scores

| 3
Score Improved 13

% Showing Improvement

[63%

l S::n;é ﬁﬁpx‘ove& ' 12

% Showing Improvement

% Showing Improvement
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(ritical literacy is a mindset; a way of viewing and interacting with
the world. It is not merely a method or an approach to the teaching of
literacy or the language arts. Much has been written on the topic of
critical literacy of fate and as is evident from many of these writings, it
is important that we establish the understanding that critical literacy is
a philosophy rather than “a set of methods or techniques” (McDaniels,
2004, p. 272). Critical literacy theories as set forth by Freire
“advocate for a sweeping transformation in ways of thinking rather
than specific teaching strategies or techniques” (McDaniels, 2004, pp.
473-474). As such, ritical literacy examines texts in order to identify
and challenge social constructs, ideologies, underlying assumptions,
and the power structures which intentionally and unintentionally
perpetuate social inequalities and injustices. Critical fiteracy aims to
delve deeply into sociopolitical and sociocultural issues embedded
in texts in order to identify the root causes of social inequalities and
injustices.

Critical literacy, the philosophy

When discussing critical literacy one has to first consider its
philosophical underpinnings. Without doubt, one of the most significant
and influential books in the field of critical literacy is Freire’s Pedagogy
of the Oppressed. Freire, in this book, sets forth his understanding
of power relations within society and the ways in which they manifest
themselves in the classroom. Freire draws attention to the power
differential in the classroom between the teacher and the student which
leads to the banking method of education. The banking method of
education is an education whereby students are fed information by
a teacher who is viewed as an expert and a dispenser of knowledge.
Therefore, a child’s own life experience goes unacknowledged. As
a result, in the banking method it is the teacher who holds all the
power. There is no power sharing between students and teacher. The
banking method can, in turn, lead to resistance on the part of the
students. Because the students may feel as though another person’s
belief system or culture is being imposed on them they resist what the
educator has to offer.

Critical literacy, on the other hand, acknowledges the student's life
experiences and includes it in the curriculum. When implementing
critical literacy, one can not follow a predetermined curriculum as it is
the students’ interests, motivations, and life experiences that create

and drive the curriculum. Power is shared between students and
teachers. This is what Irwin (1996) refers to as a “power-to/power-
with” relationship and what Shor (1992) refers to as the third idiom: a
place where the teacher's academic culture and the students’ everyday
cultures meet to create a new culture specific to their classroom.
Understanding Freire’s contribution to critical literacy is important
because through his work we come to understand that critical literacy
is not simply a method of teaching. Itis a philosophy, a way of viewing
and interacting with the world.

In the article, “Taking on critical literacy: The journey of newcomers
and novices”, Lewison, Fint, and Van Sluys (2002) expand upon this
understanding of critical literacy. Based on an extensive review of
literature, the authors identify four dimensions of critical literacy: (1)
disrupting the commonplace, (2) interrogating multiple viewpoints, (3)
focusing on sociopolitical issues, and (4) taking action and promoting
social justice.

In disrupting the commonplace, critical literacy provides ways to
challenge common assumptions: those aspects of our everyday lives
that we traditionally accept without question. Disrupting the common
place encourages us to “use language and other sign systems to
recognize implicit modes of perception and to consider new frames
from which to understand experiences” (Lewison, Flint & Van Sluys,
2002, p. 383). In so doing we problematize ali subjects of study and
understand existing knowledge as a historical product, we interrogate
texts by identifying how we are being positioned by the text, we include
“popular culture and media as a regular part of the curriculum for
purposes of pleasure and for analyzing how people are positioned and
constructed by television, video games, comics, toys, etc,” {p. 383)
we develop a language of critique, and we study language to “analyze
how it shapes identity, constructs cultural discourses and supports or
disrupts the status quo” (Lewison, et al., 2002, p.383).

When interrogating multiple viewpoints we reflect on how the story
might be different if told from somebody else’s perspective. In so
doing we become aware of whose voice is being included in the
text and whose voice is being omitted from the text. We begin to
understand that there may be confiicting opinions and points of views
surrounding any one issue which is one of the reasons why dialogue is
important to critical literacy. Without speaking and dialoguing with one
another, we disallow ourselves the opportunity to hear and possibly
understand the multiple viewpoints that surround any one topic.
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Focusing on sociopolitical issues means acknowledging that
education is political as are curricula and textbooks. Teaching,
therefore, is not a neutral act “yet often it takes place with no attention
given to how sociopolitical systems, power relationships, and language
are intertwined and inseparable from our teaching” (Lewison, Flint
& Van Sluys, 2002, p. 383). Critical literacy draws attention to the
power relationships in society and in education. Critical literacy moves
beyond the personal to understand “the sociopolitical systems to
which we belong,” (p. 383) it challenges the “unquestioned legitimacy
of unequal power relationships by studying the relationship between
language and power,” (p. 383) it uses literacy to engage in the politics
of daily life, and it redefines literacy as a “form of cuttural citizenship
and politics that increases opportunities for subordinate groups to
participate in society and as an ongoing act of consciousness and
resistance” (Lewison et al, 2002, p. 383).

The fourth dimension, taking action and promoting social justice,
means engaging in reflection and action to empower oneself and
others to become agents of change. As with the other dimensions
identified by Lewison, Flint & Van Sluys, using and analyzing language
as a part of our everyday lives is important. One needs to be able to
use language so as to “exercise power to enhance everyday life and to
question practices of privilege and injustice” (p. 384). It also means
analyzing language to be able to identify how it is used to maintain
domination and legitimize knowledge, power, and culture (Lewison, et
al, 2002, p. 384).

In Critical literacy: A way of thinking, a way of life, McDaniel (2006),
introduces pre-service teachers to critical literacy. McDaniel’s book
is important to the literature on critical literacy because in it she
identifies a need for teaching critical literacy at the university level.
According to her study, many teacher-education students identify
the purpose of education as that of preparing students for “getting
along in the world” (p. 147). McDaniel notes, “{f}or the most part,
the participants thought education was about functioning or surviving
in the world, with a focus on individua development. School should
be ‘fun,” but the focus is on ‘getting along in the world’ and all that
term implies —conformity, compliance, and fitting in” (p. 138). Critical
literacy challenges the idea that the purpose of education is for
“getting along in the world.” Critical literacy teaches for transformation
and liberation by encouraging students to question and challenge
social constructions, ideclogies and “the systems within which we live
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everyday” (Foss, 2002, p. 394). Although uncomfortable at times, “the
road towards equality is neither certain nor easy, but as teachers we
must continue to travel it” (Christensen, 2000, p. 98).

Another important aspect of McDaniel's book is that it demonstrates
how literature, without critical examination, can perpetuate the status
quo, the dominant culture and legitimate certain ideologies, traditions,
assumptions, and power relations. McDaniel argues that there is not
a “good or bad” time to introduce children to critical literacy. When
people raise concerns about the age appropriateness of controversial
topics, McDaniel responds, “ideas that adults deem disturbing or
forbidden are often avoided, despite children’s possible desire to learn
more about them. lronically, such taboo topics pervade mainstream
media. Rather than examining underlying ideologies and social
structures from which these messages arise, we frequently strive to
maintain children’s ‘innocence’ by filtering out what we consider to be
overly realistic or disturbing texts” (McDaniel, 2006, p. 50).

Implementation of critical literacy

When examining literature focusing on the implementation of critical
literacy, certain commonalities emerge: (1) in all cases the lessons
build on the students' lives and relate the learning to the students’
lives, {2) the lessons incorporate some or all of the four dimensions
of critical literacy as identified by Lewison, Fint and Van Sluys, (3) the
lessons introduce students to a variety of texts ranging from picture
books to cartoons and from novels to websites, and (4) as students
and teachers became more familiar with critical literacy the questions
raised and the discussions that follow become more in-depth under-
scoring the fact that critical literacy is a process that needs time to
develop.

Building from the students lives:

Because students ought to be personally invested in their learning, it
is crucial that the curriculum not be predetermined (Christensen, 2000;
Chafel, Flint, Hammel & Pommeral et al. 2007; Shor, 1992; Vasquez,
2004). When teaching for critical literacy, teachers and students come
together to create the curriculum. A critical literacy curriculum “is one
that cannot be prepackaged or preplanned. It is the kind of curriculum
that deliberately ‘makes significant’ diverse children’s cultural and



Crieal Literacy: A Herature Review

sodial questions about everyday life. It arises as teacher and chil-

dren tune in to issues of social justice and equity that unfold through
classroom discussion and begin to pose critical questions” {Vasquez,
2004, p. xv). This aflows for students to become more invested in their
learning and for a more equal sharing of power between students and
teacher. In order to do this and still meet the demands of mandated
curricula and standardized tests, Vasquez suggests becoming very
familiar with what is required and then “negotiate spaces to engage in
critical literacy practices” (p. 31).

In Young children, social issues, and critical literacy: Stories of
teachers and researchers, Chafel, Flint, Hammel, and Pomeroy (2007)
provide examples of how they successfully negotiate their curricula to
focus on the theme of poverty. The theme of poverty became a focus
because many conversations, initiated by students, dealt with issues of
poverty and because “one in five children in the United States under
the age of six lives in Poverty” (p. 73). Activities such as writing
thank-you notes to a local bakery for donating food to their shelter,
creating short films to convey information about advertising strategies,
and growing a class vegetable garden to contribute food to a local
“community kitchen” emerged from students’ interests and lives. Read
alouds of Uncle Willie and the Soup Kitchen, Sister Annes’ Hands and
Tomas and the Library Lady were also incorporated into lessans to
enrich and extend class discussions relating to the theme of poverty.

Similarly in Teaching for critical literacy: An ongoing necessity to look
deeper and beyond, Michael Michell (2006), developed the unit “Al-
ternative press and need for alternatives” {p. 43) following a series of
conversations with faculty and students which, “revealed how hungry
students were for something other than the readily available sources,
predominantly Fox, CNN International, BBC International, and a variety
of Brazilian television news programs”. It is important to note that
negotiating the curriculum with our students and creating spaces to
integrate critical literacy into our lessons “does not mean giving up
teaching the core ideals and skills of the class; it means using the en-
ergy of their connection to drive us through the content” {Christensen,
2000, p. 5). When negotiating the curriculum, “the point is not to
teach a certain novel or a set of facts about literature, but to engage
students in a dialogue, to teach them to find connections between their
lives, literature, and society” (Christensen, 1999, p. 182).

Four dimensions of critical literacy:

As previously discussed, Lewison, Flint and Van Sluys {2002) have
identified four dimensions important to critical literacy: (1) disrupting
the commonplace, (2) interrogating multiple viewpoints, (3) focusing
on sociopolitical issues, and (4) taking action and promoting social jus-
tice. In the literature on the implementation of critical literacy several,
or all, of the dimensions are evident in the lessons. For example, in
the book Critical literacy: Enhancing students’ comprehension of text
by McLaughlin and Devoogd (2004) the teaching of critical literacy is
organized around these four dimensions. The authors provide numer-
ous examples of how texts can be introduced to elementary and middle
school students in a way that engages the reader in problem posing,
challenging social constructs, examining alternative perspectives, and
looking for the bias in the texts. The four dimensions of critical literacy
are also clearly evident throughout Linda Christensen’s book Reading,
writing and rising up, and in the edited book Education is politics: Criti-
cal teaching across differences, K-12.

In her article, “Peeling the onion: Teaching critical literacy with
students of privilege,” Foss (2002) engages the students in problema-
tizing systems, challenging commonplace, realizing multiple viewpoints
and raising awareness of privilege. To do this Foss organized the
teaching of To kill 2 mockingbird by Harper Lee around the following:

*  examination of the institution of school and how it
functions in our lives;

* identification of individuals’ multiple subject positions
and development of an understanding that experi-
ences, such as reading, are socially constructed:

*  recognition and problematization of the privilege that
permeates our lives. (p. 395)

By engaging students in a privilege walk and an intersection
of identity activity and by reading and responding to a series of
texts, Foss’s students were “identifying and problematizing the
systems within which we live everyday” (Foss, 2002, p. 394).
Michell in his article also allows students to problematize the
systems in which they operate explaining, “[t]eaching for critical
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literacy must be an ongoing and proactive project, one that cul-
tivates a global citizenry that reads the world, problematizes it,
and takes action to make it a better place for the ‘decent survival
of all’" (Michell, 2006, p. 42). He and his students do this by
engaging in a unit that examines the need for alternative press,
and by grappling with questions such as, “Does war challenge us
to be fully human?” (p. 43).

A variety of texts

Because critical literacy is concerned with the analysis of all kinds of
texts, a variety of materials and resources can be used when teaching
for critical literacy. Text is not limited to a traditional understanding
of reading, but instead includes all things that can be read. McDaniel
(2004) explains,

Critical literacy transcends conventional notions of reading and writing to
incorporate critical thinking, questioning, and transformation of self or
one’s world. Additionally, definitions of critical literacy usually consider
“text” to be anything that can be “read” which leads to infinite possibili-
ties. Some would argue that a T-shirt, graffiti, a cereal box, or a rock all
can be “read” as texts. Essentially, a person can “read,” interpret, ques-
tion, and “rewrite” almost any aspect of his or her world. (p. 474)

Lessons discussed in this review of the literature use picture books,
novels, plays, videos, cartoons, and the internet when teaching for
critical literacy. Harste, 2003, uses a UNICEF poster to convey the way
in which critical fiteracy can be used to read a text. If we are to read
the world as well as the word, then we need to include all sorts of texts
in our classroom instruction. Christensen points out, “[w]e must teach
students how to ‘read’ not only novels and science texts, but cartoons,
politicians, schools, workplaces, welfare offices, and Jenny Craig ads.
We need to get students to ‘read’ where and how public money is
spent. We need to get students to ‘read' the inequitable distribution of
funds for schools” (Christensen, 2000, p. vii).
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Critical Literacy as a process

As is evident in the article by Chafel, Flint, Hammel and Pomeroy
(2007) the more we engage in the teaching of critical literacy the
more comfortable we become with it. While observing Jane Hammel's
classroom, Amy Flint noticed a significant change in Jane’s teaching
between the spring of 2000 and the fall of 2003. Following a reading
of Tomds and the library lady, the conversation in the fall of 2003 was
more dynamic and enriching than the conversation that followed a
reading of the same text in the spring of 2000. Flint explains, “Jane
was more cognizant of bringing the children'’s lives and experiences
into the discussion.” Furthermore, Jane “did not steer away from the
more difficult issues related to migrant farming and poverty. In so do-
ing, the children's talk became more complex and substantive” (Chafel
et al. 2007, p. 78). Flint also noticed that the discussions surrounding
the book were broader and moved beyond the text.

This account suggests that the comfort level one has with the
teaching of critical literacy evolves over time. As with many educa-
tional philosophies, theories, and strategies they need time to develop.
When asked by others how to teach for critical literacy, Michell (2007)
advises “begin with one unit a semester, or even a year and over time
their teaching and curriculum would transform and maintain a constant
state of renewal” (p. 45). Coming to understand critical literacy is a
process and the teaching of critical literacy consists of “fluid ideas that
require continual reflection so that they might become more meaningful
for learners” (Foss, 2002, p. 401).

Who benefits from critical literacy ?

Everyone benefits from critical literacy and critical literacy is ap-
propriate for students of all ages. By opening up the curriculum to
address sodial issues students in elementary school “can grapple with
new understanding of the world and their place in it” (Chafel, Hint,
Hammel & Pomeroy, 2007, p. 73). Students in middle and secondary
school benefit from critical literacy as they are experiencing a trans-
formation that ‘unleashes kids' inner strengths as they struggle to
identify the unique gifts they bring to the world” (Foss, 2002, p. 394).
Similarly, undergraduate students and graduate students in teacher
education programs need to be exposed to critical literacy (McDaniel,
2006).
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Critical literacy not only benefits students in inner city schools, it
benefits all students regardless of location. Students from all sacio-
economic groups, races, ethnicities and religions need critical literacy.
To teach critical literacy to only a select group of students does a
disservice to everyone as it denies students a complete education and
it leaves students “miseducated to the extent that they receive only a
partial and biased education™ (Nieto, 1996, p. 312). Therefore it is
important that, “ [e]very teacher in every classroom of every child of
every age everywhere in the world should ask what he or she can do to
cultivate students who will make the world a more positive place for all
its inhabitants” (Michell, 2006, p. 45).
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There are numerous definitions of comprehension available from a
multitude of resources. In terms of our research study, the members

- found the terminology “text comprehension” to be the most applicable.

Text comprehension is defined as “the ability to understand or get
meaning from text {any type of written material)” (Fountas & Pinnell,
2001, p. 471). Understanding what is being read is the reason

for reading and therefore is a critical component of all learning.
Therefore, providing students with comprehension strategies can help
them determine the meaning of what they are reading. When teachers
teach comprehension as a strategic process, it enables the readers to
make connections with what they are reading and move beyond literal
recall of the texts (Fountas & Pinnell, 2001).

The members of our research team collectively decided that it
would be advantageous to go further and explore various strategies
to help students learn and apply comprehension strategies more
effectively and productively with nonfiction texts. Expository text plays
a key role in reading from the fourth grade on because students
begin reading less narrative texts and therefore read more expository
texts. Kendra M. Hall, Brenda L. Sabey, and Michelle McClellan
from Brigham Young University, conducted a study on expository
text comprehension. According to their study titled, Expository Text
Comprehension: Helping Primary-Grade Teachers Use Expository Texts

To Full Advantage, “Expository, or ‘informational’ texts convey and
communicate factual information. These texts contain more unfamiliar
vocabulary and concepts, fewer ideas related to the here-and-now,
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and less information directly related to personal experience™ (2005,

p. 212). As a result, students need to be explicitly taught how to

use expository text effectively. With that being said, there have been
several instructional programs that have been created in order to help
increase comprehension of expository text. These programs focus on
vocabulary, text structure, or text signals. “Text structure awareness
has been shown to be an important foundation for facilitating text
comprehension and recall (Dickson et al., 1998)” (Hall et al., 2005, p.
215).

In addition, it has been found that students who are taught
expository text comprehension strategies, are better able to compare
and contrast and write better summaries than students who did not
receive explicit instruction in comprehension strategies. Overall, these
strategies are necessary to organize and make sense of expasitory
text (Hall et al., 2005). When students have comprehension strategies
that they can use in order to read nonfiction texts, they can make
meaning in a more thorough way.

lennifer Conner's (2006) article, “Instructional Reading Strategy:
QAR (Question-Answer- Relationship”), discussed a strategy that
assists students in the monitoring of their comprehension of the text.
The article described QAR as a “reading strategy in which students
categorize comprehension questions according to where they got
the information they needed to answer each question” (Conner,

2006, Description of QAR section, 1). Conner (2006) wrote that this
comprehension strategy is successful with fiction texts and nonfiction
texts. By writing questions based on the text, teachers are giving
students the opportunity to learn how expository text works and how
to navigate through it. This type of strategy connects to Hall, Sabey,
and McClellan’s research (2005) that suggested explicit instruction in
comprehension strategies is beneficial for students to learn and more
importantly learn how to use them effectively.

FP. Robinson (2001), author of Effective Study, highlighted another
comprehension strategy. The SQ3R method has five steps: survey,
questions, read, recall, and review (Robinson, 2001). This strategy
allows students to have a plan as they read nonfiction texts. Students
write down their findings from skimming the text, write down questions
about the text, and try to answer the questions while reading. Students
also check their comprehension by recalling what the text is about,
and finally reviewing alf their information in order to see the whole text
{Robinson, 2001).
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Participants

Participants are from two different school districts in Connecticut.
The population consisted of forty-two fifth grade students from two
different communities. A convenience sampling was utilized with one
hundred percent participation expected. The participants were from
a lower middle class town and a higher middle class town. One of the
fifth grade classrooms is located in a suburban area and consists of
twenty students. Out of the twenty students, eighteen are Caucasian,
one is African American, and one is Biracial. In addition, four of the
twenty students receive special education services. There are eleven
boys and nine girls in this classroom. The other fifth grade classroom
is located in a rural area and consists of twenty-two students. All of
the twenty-two students are Caucasian and of those students, two of
them receive spedial education services. There are nine boys and
thirteen girls in this classroom. Overall, all of the students are in an
inclusive instructional environment, but are at varying ability levels.

Methodology

Instrumentation

Over the course of the research study, assessments were conducted
to measure the effectiveness of the two comprehension strategies
utilized by the participants. Before beginning the study with the
participants, a member of the research team implemented a teacher
created pre-assessment and post-assessment to a small sampling of
fifth grade students from her school. Furthermore, the rubric used to
score the two assessments in the field test was the same one used for
the actual research study.

After the initial pre-assessment, the two participating teachers mod-
eled and implemented the QAR strategy and the SQ3R strategy in their
classrooms. Each teacher used one of the above-mentioned strategies
in daily instruction. At the end of each modeling lesson, the students
independently completed a related comprehension activity pertaining
to the nonfiction text passages about various explorers. The format
of the comprehension questions was open ended and required written
responses. In addition, the questions were connected to the compre-
hension strategy being modeled each day. The two members of the
research team who are not implementing the instruction scored the

students’ responses and shared their results. Discussions regard-
ing the scores and any inconsistencies noticed were addressed by all
members.

The daily comprehension activities were conducted with the intent
to measure the effectiveness of the two chosen strategies to improve
the student's comprehension with nonfiction texts. At the conclusion
of the study, the students were given a post-assessment, similar to the
pre-assessment, in order to identify which strategy showed an increase
in the student’s comprehension. Participants also completed a survey
about the specific comprehension strategy that was used in their
classroom and its effectiveness when reading and answering questions
about nonfiction texts.
Procedures

The participants of the research study were members of two dif-
ferent fifth grade classes that are located in two different elementary
schools in Connecticut. In both of the classrooms, the daily allotted
time for instruction for this research was approximately forty-five
minutes. Prior to beginning the lessons with the participants, the
members of the research team organized the necessary materials
induding selecting appropriate nonfiction texts, creating open ended
comprehension questions, and generating lesson plans that were
replicated in each classroom. In classroom one, the teacher utilized
the QAR {Question-Answer-Relationship) strategy with her students. In
classroom two, the teacher utilized the SQ3R (Survey, Question, Read,
Recite, Review) strategy. After the conclusion of the daily, week and a
half implementation of the two strategies, the participants were given
a post-assessment, created by the research members. The research-
ers who did not implement the study analyzed the data to prevent bias
when interpreting the results from the open ended responses.

After the pre-assessment was given, the two classroom
teachers began the mode lessons and related written responses. The
two teachers followed the same ‘mini-lesson’ format based on Colum-
bia's Reading Workshop including the materials and how the model
lessons will be presented such as with think-alouds, etc. This ensured
credibility and dependability in the data we are coliecting from the
participants. Below is the planned schedule of the implementation of
our research study:
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» Pre-assessment: Read Marco Polo, by Struan Read (2001) from
the Groundbreakers Series and the students will answer compre-
hension questions related to the specific passages.

« Lessons 1-6: Teachers will model one of the two chosen strategies
using pre-selected articles from Time for Kids. Then the students
will read passages from six different explorer books from the
Groundbreakers Series and answer various questions using the
comprehension strategy being focused on in each classroom.

» Post-assessment: Read Henry Hudson, by Ruth Manning (2001)
from the Groundbreakers Series and the students will answer
comprehension questions related to the specific passages.

Analysis and Results

After the completion of the week and a half implementation stage
of the action research study, the level of effectiveness of the two
chosen comprehension strategies was measured. First, the two
group members who were not involved in implementing the two
comprehension strategies scored the students’ responses based on
the pre-determined rubric. Then the group members compiled the
results of the eight days of lessons onto tables for each class for
further analysis by each type of question-explicit, implicit, and script-
implicit. Next the scores from the pre-assessment, the six mini-lessons,
and the post-assessment were averaged into percentages and were
then compiled in a table for each school. Finally, the group members
compiled the results of the pre-assessment and post-assessment for
each class onto a bar graph.

Next, the group members analyzed the scores from School Two to
look for growth, if any, from mini-lesson one to mini-lesson six. School
Two's students’ scores showed that 12 out of 22 students received
higher scores on mini-lesson one than on the pre-assessment. One
out of the 22 students increased his/her score from mini-lesson one
to mini-lesson two. Fourteen out of the 22 students received higher
scores on mini-lesson three than on mini-lesson two. From mini-lesson
three to mini-lesson four, 20 out of the 22 students’ scores increased.
Two out of the 22 students’ scores increased from mini-lesson four to
mini-lesson five. Ten out of the 22 students received higher scores
from mini-lesson five to mini-lesson six. Finally, 6 out of the 22
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students’ scores increased from mini-lesson six o the post-assessment

After looking at the data tables of the two schools’ six mini-lessons,
the group members decided to look more in-depth at the pre-
assessment and the post-assessment. In terms of School One, there
were substantial changes seen from the pre-assessment to the post-
assessment. Out of the 20 students in the classroom, 19 of them
went up, which equates to a 95% increase from the pre-assessment to
the post-assessment. The remaining student whose score decreased
from the pre-assessment to the post-assessment went down by six
points, which equates to a 5% decrease. When looking at the data
further, it was noticed that this particular student is a special education
student. Interestingly, the other three special education students
demonstrated an increase in their scores from the pre-assessment
to the post-assessment. To illustrate, student number five went from
53% in the pre-assessment to 63% in the post-assessment, which is
a ten-point increase. Student number seven went from 50% in the
pre-assessment to 72% in the post-assessment, which is a twenty-two-
point increase. Student number thirteen went from 63% in the pre-
assessment to 75% in the post-assessment, which is a twelve-point
increase.

In terms of School Two, there were varying degrees of change
seen from the pre-assessment to the post-assessment, some positive
and some negative. Out of the 22 students in the classroom, 10
of them went up, which equates to a 45% increase from the pre-
assessment to the post-assessment. On the other hand, 7 out of the
22 students went down, which equates to a 32% decrease from the
pre-assessment to the post-assessment. The remaining 5 students
out of the 22 students stayed at the same percentage from the
pre-assessment to the post-assessment, which equates to 32%. In
terms of individual student progress, it is worth noting the results
of the two special education students in School Two. One of these
students demonstrated an increase from the pre-assessment to the
post-assessment, while the second student experienced a decrease.
Student number one went up from 37% in the pre-assessment to 41%
in the post-assessment, which is a four-point increase. On the other
hand, student number thirteen went from 69% in the pre-assessment
to 44% in the post-assessment, which is a twenty-five-point decrease.
Students in School Two differed in their answers to the survey
statements. Twenty out of the 22 students thought they would have
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been more successful on the pre-assessment if they had been taught
the SQ3R strategy before they answered the questions about Marco
Polo. Eleven out of the 22 students thought that the SQ3R strategy
was helpful when taking the post-assessment. Eighteen out of the

22 students answered that they would use the SQ3R strategy when
reading on their own. Seventeen out of the 22 students felt positive
about reading nonfiction texts now that they have learned the SQ3R
comprehension strategy. Overall, when comparing the survey results
between the two schools, it was evident that the students in School One
responded more positively about the QAR strategy than the students in
School Two did about the SQ3R strategy.

Discussion and Implications

The purpose of this action research study was to identify effec-
tive strategies to build comprehension in fifth grade students using
nonfiction texts. The study consisted of implementing two different
comprehension strategies in two different fifth grade classrooms, in
order to determine whether or not they were effective comprehension
strategies. Students in School One were exposed to the QAR strategy
and students in School Two were exposed to the SQ3R strategy. Each
strategy was taught daily for a week and a half and included a pre-
assessment, explorer comprehension questions, a post-assessment,
and a survey. The two comprehension strategies were then measured
using a rubric to score each of the students’ written responses.
These instruments were initially field-tested by a group member for
creditibility and dependability. Furthermore, the effectiveness of each
strategy was determined by the group members at the conclusion of
the study based on the pre-assessment data, the results from the six
mini-lessons, the post-assessment data, and through the participants’
responses to the survey.

Based on the results of the survey responses, the majority of the
students in School One were interested in using the QAR strategy. On
the other hand, School Two students found the SQ3R strategy to be
lengthy and cumbersome. Furthermore, the informal observations
made by the two classroom teachers throughout the study reflected
the importance of self-efficacy. Overall, the teacher in School One felt
that her students were motivated and consistently tried their best when
completing the written responses, for the most part. Towards the end

of the study though, the teacher in School One felt that her students
did show a slight drop in motivation due to the constant written
responses being done, rather than the actual application of the QAR
strategy. Overall, students in School One had to make a decision as to
which question-answer-relationship to use out of the four total aspects
and then only use one part of the strategy to answer each question.
On the other hand, the teacher in School Two felt her students were
not very motivated and lost complete interest by the fourth mini-lesson.
The teacher observed that her students were complaining and less
determined to complete the comprehension questions as the study
went on. It was concluded by the group members based on the data
scores and teacher observations that the students in School Two also
lacked motivation due to the fact they needed to go through five steps
for each nonfiction text being read during the mini-lessons.

Furthermore, the students in School One appeared to be more
successful when applying the QAR strategy to the comprehension
questions they were asked to respond to throughout the study. Based
on the overall results of the students in School One, as well as their
responses to the survey statements, the group members felt our re-
search correlated with much of the research that has been conducted
regarding the QAR strategy. The teacher in School One also comment-
ed that implementing the QAR strategy was helpful for her students to
use when responding to the comprehension questions and will be a
strategy she plans on utilizing in future instruction.

The teacher in School Two also commented that implementing the
SQ3R strategy was overwhelming and time consuming, considering
she had never applied it before in her instruction. Due to the for-
mat involved for successfully utilizing the SQ3R strategy, the group
members felt that it was too time consuming and not necessarily a
student-friendly strategy to utilize, especially for students who may be
experiencing difficulty with their comprehension.

In terms of our research question, which strategy, the QAR and/or
the SQ3R will increase reading comprehension of nonfiction text, the
group members concluded that the QAR strategy was more success-
ful in improving the overall comprehension of the fifth grade students
when reading nonfiction texts. The group members found the QAR
strategy to be more user-friendly and less overwhelming than the SQ3R
strategy. Furthermore, the data we collected also empirically sup-
ported our research findings. However, the group members felt that
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further research studies pertaining to the QAR strategy and the SQ3R
strategy are necessary, in order to help validate our findings.

There were a number of limitations easily recognized by the group
members before, during, and after our action research study. One was
that the convenience sampling being used to conduct the study was not
representative of all students in fifth grade because of their school’s
locations, socio-economic status, and ethnicity, which was predominate-
ly Caucasian. Furthermore, our participants were only fifth graders,
so the conclusions made at the end of the research study may not be
applicable to other groups of students and grade levels.

A second limitation that became evident was the gap between the
two schools being used for the study, according to the State Depart-
ment of Education’s website pertaining to the school districts’ ERG
rankings. School One was classified in ERG A and School Two was clas-
sified in ERG E. These rankings are four levels apart and are depen-
dent on many factors, including education, occupation, poverty, family
structure, home language, and district enrolliment. The group mem-
bers considered that these differences could have affected the results
of our study, to an extent. To illustrate, School One is at the top of
the ERG classification and based on the results of our action research
study, the students in this school overall made more growth than the
students in School Two. As researchers though, the group members
had no way of knowing whether or not School Two would be less suc-
cessful when responding to the open-ended comprehension questions
due to their lower classification on the ERG ranking. Even though there
was a gap, the group members needed to use these two schools, in
order to conduct the study, because of availability and convenience.
Before beginning the study, the group members were aware that the
two schools were different in some respects, but we were not aware of
the extent of the gap, which can be seen as a significant limitation in
our study.

Despite these limitations, beneficial information was obtained about
the importance of explicitly teaching specific comprehension strategies
to students, in order to help them effectively understand what they are
reading. In terms of our action research study, both comprehension
strategies proved to have some impact on the students’ comprehen-
sion within the limits of the study. The QAR strategy appeared to be
more effective than the SQ3R strategy in terms of the students’ written
responses and reactions to reading nonfiction texts. Overall, the group
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members determined that explicitly teaching specific comprehen-
sion strategies are beneficial for teachers to teach and implement in
their classrooms, in order to help increase the comprehension for all
students.

To conclude, as stated previously in the introduction, comprehen-
sion strategies need to be explicitly taught, modeled, and practiced
in a meaningful way, in order for the students to improve in their
understanding of what they are reading. The implication of our action
research was to determine whether or not one, both, or neither of the
two strategies being used should be implemented by classroom teach-
ers when teaching their students how to comprehend nonfiction texts.
Based on the results we obtained throughout the study, the group
members concluded that the QAR strategy appeared to be the more
effective strategy to utilize compared to the SQ3R strategy, especially
when reading nonfiction explorer texts. However, further research
using both the QAR strategy and the SQ3R strategy would be advanta-
geous, in order to come to a more conclusive decision regarding the
effectiveness of these two comprehension strategies for students at
different grade levels and in different school districts.
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