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ABSTRACT 

A large body of research supports the use of intensive, explicit, structured, 

phonics-based programming (IESPP) for achieving positive outcomes for students at-risk 

for reading failure. Few studies included English language learners. The purpose of this 

study was to determine whether students participating in IESPP became proficient 

readers and to identify site characteristics contributing to successful implementation.   

The sample consisted of 199 third grade students from three schools in a district 

in the Southwest using IESPP. Participants were assigned to one of four groups: English 

speakers (n=89), English learners (n=79), English speakers with learning disabilities 

(LD) (n=13), and English learners with LD (n=18). Phase 1 targeted student outcomes 

from the four groups from the first year of IESPP implementation.  Independent t tests of 

group means compared the progress between the four groups on three measures of 

reading fluency: Oral Reading, Retell, and Word Usage.   

All groups evidenced gains. Students without LD were found to have made 

statistically significant gains in Oral Reading Fluency compared with students with LD.  

No significant differences were found between students with and without LD. English as 

a second language did not appear to impact relative performance.  

In Phase 2, principals, reading coaches, and the reading coordinator participated 

in semi-structured interviews identifying the elements contributing to successful 

implementation of IESPP.  Elements included: (a) site leadership and external training 

support, (b) teacher commitment and cooperation, and (c) common terminology in 

reading instruction.  
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Challenges identified in schools implementing the IESPP included: (a) structuring 

changes involving lessons, coordination with other teachers, and philosophic differences 

in instruction, (b) training in progress monitoring and data interpretation, (c) identifying 

gaps in students‟ cultural literacy, and (d) acquiring additional time and personnel for 

intervention.    

Primary implications included the need for: (a) involving key site leaders, 

(b) providing resources and IESPP supports to sites based on identified student 

weaknesses, (c) anticipating teacher reactions while addressing change, and  

(d) continuing research of the IESPP model‟s impact on English language learners and 

students with LD.   

Further implications and recommendations for districts, site leaders and reading 

coaches implementing IESPP are included.   
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Background 

Changes in Outlook on Reading 

Previous data on reading performance has indicated approximately 40% of all 

students struggle with reading skills (National Assessment of Educational Progress, 

1998). This pattern of reading failure has been documented since the early eighties (A 

Nation at Risk: the Imperative for Educational Reform, 1983).  As many as one in five 

children have been reported to struggle with learning to read (Foorman, Francis, Fletcher, 

Schatschneider, & Mehta, 1998; Lyon, 1995; Shaywitz, Fletcher, & Shaywitz, 1994).  In 

some urban settings, Adams (1990) has noted entire schools exist where reading failure is 

considered the norm.  

Until the last few years, efforts to address students‟ reading failure appear to have 

increased the overall level of student reading success.  According to long-term trend data 

reported by the National Assessment of Educational Progress (2004), a higher percentage 

of nine year olds were able to perform simple, discrete reading tasks than in any year in 

which data were previously collected 

(http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/ltt/results2004/nat-reading-perf.asp.)  After almost 

twenty years of data collection, something had changed. 

As reading research progressed into the new century, Sally Shaywitz (2003), her 

husband Bennett (Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2004), Joseph Torgesen (1997, 1999, 2002, 

2004), Panagiotis Simos and other colleagues (Simos, Fletcher, Bergman, Breier, 

Foorman, Castillo et al., 2002) stated many student reading difficulties could be 

http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/ltt/results2004/nat-reading-perf.asp
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addressed through appropriate instructional practice.  These renowned reading 

researchers investigated the effectiveness of teaching students to read using intensive, 

explicit, structured, phonics-based programming (IESPP).  When provided with 

appropriate intervention, researchers concluded less than six percent of all students would 

continue to struggle with reading skills (Foorman, Breier, & Fletcher, 2003; Scanlon, 

Vellutino, Small, & Fanuele, 2000; Shaywitz, 2003; Simos et al, 2002; Torgesen, 1997, 

2002; Vellutino, Fletcher, Snowling, & Scanlon, 2004).  These outcomes, if verified, 

were significantly different from the 60% to 70% failure rate reported for fourth grade 

students from low socio-economic and minorities backgrounds in prior years (Moats, 

1999).  Continuing with simply “stabilizing their degree of failure” was not considered 

acceptable (Torgesen, Alexander, Wagner, Rahotte, Voeller & Conway, 2001).  Although 

first graders responded readily to intervention, Torgesen (1997) demonstrated it took 

twice the amount of intervention time to remediate fourth graders.  Early intervention had 

become a critical issue in addressing reading disabilities. 

Along with reports on research reviewed by the National Research Council 

(Snow, Griffin, & Burns, 1998) and the National Reading Panel (NRP, 2000), reading 

researchers‟ findings acted as a primary catalyst in promoting assumptions regarding 

changes that could be made to make reading instruction effective.  Some observers of 

education trends expressed concern with the growing number of students identified as 

learning disabled (LD) and the increasing costs related to special education.   Since 1977, 

when the category of LD was first recognized, student identification had increased by 

200% (Vaughn, Linan-Thompson, & Hickman, 2003). Of this identified student LD 
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population, approximately 80% were Reading Disabled or RD (Lyon, Shaywitz, & 

Shaywitz, 2003). With positive outcomes obtained as a result of research-based 

instructional practice, lawmakers moved towards mandating “appropriate” instructional 

methodology to reduce the number of students identified as functioning below grade level 

in reading skills and, thereby, qualifying for extra services.  These assumptions regarding 

the effectiveness of research-based techniques formed the foundation of the reading goals 

portion of the No Child Left Behind legislation (NCLB, 2001). 

No Child Left Behind (NCLB, 2001) mandated all public schools implement 

evidence-based reading programs in the classroom with the expectation that students 

would be enabled to acquire proficient reading abilities by the end of third grade. As 

reading skills form the underpinnings of scholastic success in other academic areas, many 

legislators and other authorities concluded effective early interventions made available at 

school for those who are at-risk for reading failure would ensure no child would be left 

behind academically (Foorman, Francis, Fletcher, Schatschneider & Mehta, 1998; 

Schatschneider & Torgesen, 2004; Torgesen, 2002).   

Prominent researchers maintained if students were provided with appropriate 

intervention, the number of students “at-risk” for reading failure would be reduced 

(Foorman, Francis, Beeler, Winikates & Fletcher, 1997; Foorman, Fletcher & Francis, 

1999; Foorman, Breier, et al., 2003; Shaywitz, 2003; Simos, Fletcher, Bergman et al., 

2002; Simos, Fletcher, Foorman, Francis, Castillo, Davis, et al., 2005, Torgesen, 2002, 

2004).  These researchers believed the number of students struggling with reading would 

drop reciprocally as phonological analysis was emphasized and the alphabetic code was 
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taught explicitly at an appropriate level of intensity. Consequently, the number of 

students identified as learning disabled would be reduced.  Students‟ neural pathways 

would be restructured via the use of “scientifically-based” instruction and reading 

difficulties would be corrected as reported by several research studies (Blachman, 

Schatschneider, Fletcher, Francis, Clonan, Shaywitz, et al., 2004; Molfese, Molfese, Key, 

Modglin, Kelley & Terrell, 2002; Sakari, Simos, Fletcher, Castillo, Breier & 

Papanicolaou, 2002; Simos, Fletcher, Bergman, Breier, Foorman, Castillo, et al. 2002; 

Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2004).  According to Torgesen (2000), if researched-based 

instruction was implemented in the classroom in the early elementary years, between 

94% and 99% of students would experience success in reading.  With additional layering 

of appropriate interventions, Scanlon, Vellutino, Small, and Fanuele (2000) reported a 

potential reduction in reading failure to zero.   

The Intensive, Explicit, Structured, Phonics-Based Program 

The intensive, explicit, structured, phonics-based programming (IESPP) was 

founded on the research-based principles laid out by the National Reading Panel (2000).  

These core elements of a reading program included instruction in phonological 

awareness, phonics, reading fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension.  Children would be 

taught a foundation of phonological awareness skills (discrete sound bits making up 

words) on which phonics (sound-symbol relationships) would then be built. The 

acquisition of phonological awareness in combination with direct phonics instruction 

would enable children to decode text more quickly and easily, leaving neurons free to 

address comprehension issues (Kuhn & Stahl, 2003; Stahl, Jacobson, & David, 1989).  
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Frequent assessment probes would be conducted to ensure children were on track and the 

appropriate level of instructional intensity was being applied (Coyne, Kame‟enui, & 

Simmons, 2004; Foorman et al., 2003; Fuchs, Deno, & Mirkin, 1984; Tindel, 1992). 

Much of the research on which the intensive, explicit, structured, phonics-based 

programming (IESPP) was based involved students with learning disabilities (LD) as the 

primary population under study.  Using IESPP interventions, students with LD made 

progress in closing the gap in skills as compared to their non-disabled peers.  Researchers 

reported that research-based IESPP techniques essential to successful reading progress in 

LD students did not interfere with the reading progress of unimpaired students.  

Therefore, both LD and non-LD students would be expected to thrive in a model reading 

program including IESPP features (Foorman, et al., 1999; Foorman, et al., 1997; 

Torgesen, 2002; Vaughn, et al., 2003).     

Second Language Issues 

Unfortunately, increasingly large numbers of students who have difficulty 

acquiring reading literacy are also grappling with second language issues (McCardle, 

Mele-McCarthy, Cutting, Leos, & D‟Emillo, 2005).  English language learners or ELL 

students reportedly are disproportionately identified as in need of special education 

services because their pattern of failure due to language acquisition is similar to that of a 

learning disability or reading disability (Bernard, Cummins, Campoy, Ada, Winsler, & 

Bleiker, 2006).  Identification as having a specific learning disability can result in 

placement in a less demanding environment with the corresponding consequence of 

reduced exposure to academic opportunity (Klingner & Artiles, 2006). In contrast, fear of 
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disproportionate identification can also lead to reduced identification and, consequently, 

to no provision for intervention (Artiles & Trent, 2000).  In either case, students learning 

to read in English as a second language are not well served. 

Debate is further complicated by educational issues related to pedagogical 

conflicts.  Educators debate as to whether a particular educational approach is more 

appropriate for students of a particular cultural or language background.  Catherine 

Collier (1995) believes second language learners should be taught in a setting composed 

of mutually constructed meaning in which students, teachers, and parents work together 

to build an educational program suited to their cultural interpretation of academic needs.  

In contrast, Hudson and Smith (2002) advocate an explicit, intensive, and systematic 

approach.  Some specialists believe second language learners initially should be taught to 

read in their native language in order to provide a scaffold on which to build English 

reading skills.  These specialists maintain academic success can only take place when a 

child is proficient in both first and second language skills (Krashen, 2000; Lindholm & 

Aclan, 1991).  Others advocate total immersion in the second language as the best means 

by which to obtain English proficiency (Noonan, 2000).  

Evidence-Based Reading Instruction 

The Voyager Program 

As a particular form of intensive, explicit, structured, phonics-based program 

(IESPP), Voyager Universal Literacy System® was calculated to engage the interest of 

students from all cultures through a carefully formatted framework of “adventure-based 

passages and rich literature”.  Universal literacy incorporated the four basic components 



     27 

of reading instruction (intensive, explicit, structured, phonics-based) using a variety of 

classroom activities ranging from direct instruction by the teacher with the whole group 

to small group and independent reading activities. Struggling readers were identified 

within the first two weeks of instruction and provided with in-school intervention. 

Instructional modifications for English language learners were included in the curriculum 

and on-going professional development was provided.  As stated in the Universal 

Literacy Systems brochure, “Every child can learn to read if teachers are well prepared 

and apply scientifically validated practices” (available at 

www.voyagerlearningw..com/literacy/overview.jsp)  

This type of IESPP program also represents a viable expression of inclusion 

theory, wherein all students are taught in the regular education classroom with the 

underlying assumption “good teaching is good teaching is good teaching” (McLesky & 

Waldron, 2000).  Inclusive programming in the general classroom with multiple layers of 

support varying in intensity is thought to be effective with students who struggle with 

reading acquisition regardless of language or disability (Foorman, et al., 2003; Torgesen, 

2004).  In any classroom, professional development of the teacher is a key component in 

the effectiveness of instruction (Marzano, 2007). 

Available IESPP research was predominantly based on students who did not 

struggle with second language issues. In addition, the majority of reading intervention 

research has been conducted in students‟ first language.  Relatively little of this research 

dealt with reading in a second language (Geva & Verhoeven, 2000) or the identification 

of English learners with learning disabilities (Bernhard et al., 2006).  By failing to 

http://www.voyagerlearningw..com/literacy/overview.jsp
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address the lack of reading research on second language learners, policymakers appeared 

to be assuming English language learners would benefit from the same intensive, explicit, 

structured, phonics- based instruction programming (IESPP).  

Study of IESPP Impact 

Statement of the Problem 

Learning to read is a complex process readily acquired by many children.  

Reading forms the foundation for accessing other educational content.  The mandate to 

ensure all children learn to read adequately (NCLB, 2001) has engendered great debate.  

At the heart of this debate are three basic issues which remain unresolved: What is the 

most effective way to teach reading skills to most students who struggle with reading? 

Will an intensive, explicit, structured, phonics-based program (IESPP) delivered in the 

general education setting make proficient readers of struggling students, regardless of 

learning disability or second language acquisition challenges?  What supporting program 

and/or school site characteristics might contribute to program success? 

Purpose of the Study  

The purpose of this study was to examine the reading progress of third grade 

students with learning disabilities as compared to their third grade general education 

peers without disabilities.  All third grade students at the three sites were participating in 

an intensive, explicit, structured, phonics-based reading program (IESPP).  Because many 

of the students with learning disabilities were also English language learners, progress 

was compared for English speakers and learners within an IESPP instructional setting. 
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Research Questions 

The study was conducted in two phases.  Questions are presented according to 

phase.   

Phase 1 Questions 

Phase 1 was designed to investigate comparative differences in reading fluency 

between four groups of third graders participating in an intensive, explicit, structured, 

phonics-based program (IESPP).  The four groups consisted of: English speakers with 

learning disabilities (ESLD), English speakers without disabilities (ES), English language 

learners with learning disabilities (ELLD) and English language learners without 

disabilities (EL). Questions regarding group performance were:  

 Do differences exist in group change scores (posttest minus pretest score 

differences) between English speakers with and without learning disabilities for 

each of the three fluency measures (Oral Reading Fluency, Retell Fluency, and 

Word Usage Fluency)?   

 Do differences exist in group change scores (posttest minus pretest score 

differences) between English language learners with and without learning 

disabilities for each of the three fluency measures (Oral Reading Fluency, Retell 

Fluency, and Word Usage Fluency)? 

 Do differences exist in group change scores (posttest minus pretest score 

differences) between English speakers with learning disabilities and English 

language learners with learning disabilities for each of the three fluency measures 

(Oral Reading Fluency, Retell Fluency and Word Usage Fluency)? 
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Phase 2 Questions 

Phase 2 of the study was designed to address site characteristics of the three 

participating schools and respective program implementation issues.  Data based on 

interviews of district and site personnel were of a qualitative nature.  Questions addressed 

were:  

 What program characteristics contributed to success? 

 What program characteristics presented challenges to school sites? 

 What instructional additions were made or perceived as needed in order to meet 

site students‟ needs, particularly in regards to English language learners?  

 What unique site characteristics contributed to successful (or unsuccessful) 

implementation of the program and influenced outcomes for students with 

learning disabilities (LD)?   

Implications 

The issue of teaching reading has been debated in the educational field for the last 

fifty years.  In the last thirty years, debate on appropriate pedagogy for the provision of 

reading instruction and strong emotional ties to specific educational philosophies have 

further complicated attempts to bring resolution to the debate.  Standard measures of 

reading indicate a large minority of children are not reading at grade level.  Students with 

learning disabilities are among those learners whose specialized needs can be overlooked 

when attempting to address student performance in general education, particularly those 

facing second language issues.  Reading research in this area of specialized need is still 

incomplete.  With no definitive research-based answers as to how to effectively teach 
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reading and with a mandate to use evidence-based programming, a need exists to provide 

research on available reading programs and curriculum.  This researcher sought to add to 

the body of evidence needed to fulfill educators‟ mandate to teach reading effectively 

based on research-based instruction. 

Limitations 

Random assignment of participants was not an option in this study.  The 

participating school district chose three low performing schools to pilot the intensive, 

explicit, structured, phonics-based program (IESPP) based on state grant monies 

requirements.  The number of participants with learning disabilities for whom all test 

scores were available was low.  Consequently, the results were not generalizable to all 

students with learning disabilities (LD).  However, a description of the program itself, the 

participants, and the sites were included so results can be generalized to similar 

populations and settings.   

Originally, the English speakers with LD and English language learners with LD 

were to be matched with general education students with similar reading scores based on 

standardized testing done prior to implementation of the reading program.  Unfortunately, 

the test used had been modified for all the LD students while only one of their peers had 

received similar accommodations, thus reducing the number of possible participants to 

practically zero.  Consequently, no measurement was available to identify students 

beginning the reading program at levels of common proficiency regardless of disability or 

English language proficiency.   
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Pre- and posttest Functional Magnetic Resonance Imaginings (fMRI) were not 

available to ascertain whether students were developing the appropriate neural 

“pathways” related to the reading intervention over time due to the expense and the need 

to protect the children‟s identities. However, behavioral markers were available to 

indicate students were progressing in their reading skills as compared to their peers.  

Increased reading skill has been documented by researchers as a corollary indicator of 

change in neural pathway activity (Habib, 2000; Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2004; Simos et 

al., 2002).  Thus, changes in reading behavior indicated changes in neural processing. 

The limited number of student participants reduced the overall statistical power, 

making it more difficult to obtain significant statistical results.  All the students in the 

study were participating in the same intervention program.  Because progress monitoring 

tools for other schools were not in place at the time of data collection, provision of a 

control group was not possible.  Student progress within the IESPP could only be 

compared to other participating students.  The LD groups were compared to the other 

groups of students with the same opportunity to learn, very much like the proposed 

Response-to-Intervention (RTI) model of identification.  Although the presence of a 

control group using another curriculum would have been advantageous, the district 

schools for which data were available were exclusively using the IESPP.  Study outcomes 

will provide an indication of the reading program‟s impact. 
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Definition of Terms 

Alphabetics 

 Alphabetics is a term used to denote the overall process of beginning reading, 

including phonemic awareness, phonemic analysis, phonological awareness, and phonics 

instruction within a written coded system using an alphabet to represent the sounds of 

spoken language.  

Auditory Discrimination 

 Auditory discrimination is the ability to distinguish whether a set of spoken 

sounds or words are the same or different.  This term is distinct from phonemic 

awareness. 

Cultural Literacy 

 Cultural literacy as used in this study refers to a common reservoir of shared ideas 

and information which transcend American cultures and form the basis of communication 

in our society.  According to Hirch (1988), “successful communication depends upon 

shared associations” (p. 59).   

Curriculum-Based Measures (CBM) 

Curriculum-based measures must be easy to administer, time efficient, 

inexpensive, unobtrusive, and simple to use (Deno, Mirkin, & Chang, 1982).  In addition, 

the information produced must be useful in planning and monitoring a program of 

instruction.   Measures of small changes in student performance over time are possible 

because a common measure which is sensitive to change is used over a period of a year.   
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Data-Based or Evidence-Based Decision Making 

 A process by which schools (and school districts) base goals for improvement and 

intervention planning on assessment results geared to evaluate overall student learning.  

The information is used to plan for future changes that will enhance student progress.  

Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) 

 Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills or DIBELS is a series of CBM 

tools currently being used in many states to track elementary student reading progress. At 

the time this study was implemented, third grade level DIBELS included three one-

minute measures of fluency: an oral reading measure, a retell measure, and a word use 

measure. 

English Language Learners (English Learners) 

 Individuals (attending one of the three schools included in the study) assessed by 

state mandated tests who tested as less than proficient in their command of the English 

language.  These students‟ difficulties with reading, speaking, writing, and understanding 

English may prevent them from being proficient on state assessments.  (20 U.S.C.§ 

7801).  At the time of this data collection, students were identified as English language 

learners through the use of a state approved test known as the Language Acquisition 

Scales or LAS.  For the purposes of this paper, English Language Learners (ELL) will be 

referred to as English Learners (EL). 

 

 

 



     35 

Explicit Instruction 

 Explicit instruction refers to direct instruction with error correction.  A student‟s 

attention is directed by the mediator (usually a teacher) to particular concepts and specific 

relationships during instruction.  Important connections are not left to intuition. 

Fluency 

 The term “fluency” often refers to the rate or level of automaticity in reading 

connected text with appropriate inflection.  As identified in this study, fluency refers to 

rapid recognition of words in connected texts (oral reading fluency) and the ability to 

retell what has been read (retell fluency).  Inflection is not measured. 

Inclusive Instruction 

 Student instruction is primarily presented in the regular education classroom 

through the general curriculum.   

Intensive Instruction 

 For the purposes of this paper, intensive instruction refers to modifications made 

in a general education classroom in which material is either allotted more time, focus or 

presented in a smaller instructional group.   

Intensive, Explicit, Structured Phonics Program (IESPP) 

 The term IESPP refers to a program seeking to incorporate research on reading 

interventions including intensive and explicit phonics instruction within a structured or 

supported presentation. 
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Phonemic Awareness 

 Phonemes are the smallest units of sound from which spoken language is 

composed.  Instruction in phonemic awareness entails training students to discriminate 

and manipulate phonemes within spoken syllables and words. 

Phonics-Based Instruction 

 Phonics differs from phonemic awareness.  Phonics instruction is directly tied to 

the identification of phonemes to be paired with letter combinations in relationship to 

reading and spelling.  Currently, most phonics programming incorporates phonemic 

awareness and phonological processing as a precursor to phonics instruction. 

Phonological Awareness 

 Considered one of the five core elements of reading skill, phonological awareness 

is an umbrella term referring to phonemic awareness, as well as encompassing the ability 

to meta-cognitively arrange sounds within words (e.g. rhymes, counting syllables).   

Phonological Processing 

 Some writers substitute the term “phonetic module” for phonological processing.  

Others treat phonological processing as synonymous with phonemic awareness or 

decoding.  For the purpose of this paper, phonological processing is considered to be the 

underlying cognitive coding process the brain uses to represent linguistic information 

which includes phonological memory, speech perception and production, and naming.   
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Progress Monitoring 

 The process of measuring changes in student learning throughout the school year 

in order to provide information for instructional planning purposes.  This term is 

sometimes used in lieu of curriculum-based measurement. 

Reading Disability (Specific Learning Disability) 

A Reading Disability (RD) or dyslexia is a specific learning disability that is 

neurobiological in origin. It is characterized by difficulties with accurate and fluent word 

recognition, and by poor spelling and decoding abilities. 

Response-To-Intervention  (RTI) 

 A system by which students are identified as in need of special education services 

through a multi-tier service system.  Students who do not respond adequately to 

instruction are provided with increasingly intense levels of support until either they meet 

expected performance levels or are identified as in need of special education services. 

State Evaluation Criteria 

The state in which this study took place evaluated schools on a yearly basis. State 

law required public schools serving grades K-8 be profiled annually based on the state 

standards test as well as other measures of student progress. At the time of the study, the 

state department of education had designed a system of points earned by each school for 

each school year to create an achievement profile. The primary factors in this system of 

point calculation were based on: (a) a measure of academic progress (in this case, the 

Stanford-9),  (b) a formula involving growth points determined by the percentage of 

students passing or improving scores on the state standards testing, (c) a measure of 
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improvement in aggregate student performance on the state standards test as compared to 

baseline years, (d) a measure of Adequate Yearly Progress, and (e) a provision that 

schools could only receive a designation of “highly performing” or “excelling” if the 

percentage of students exceeding the standard on the state standards test met specific 

thresholds. Total points awarded resulted in a school designation of Failing, Under 

Performing, Performing, Performing Plus or Excelling.  These profiles were reported on 

the School Report Card for each school every year beginning in 2001.  
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE RELATED LITERATURE 

Reading Instruction and Data 

Introduction 

Decisions regarding public policy are always related to corresponding 

perceptions, events, and ideologies.  This is particularly true in the field of education and 

the implementation of the No Child Left Behind Act (2001).  The move toward intensive, 

explicit, structured, phonics-based reading programs (IESPP) was, in part, a reaction to 

perceived failure in current educational programming.  This perception has been 

reinforced by the inability of the educational community to produce satisfactory 

outcomes during the past forty years.  Unfortunately, mandating a particular reading 

ideology does not negate the influence of years of adherence to conflicting educational 

philosophies.  A further complication lies in the increasing number of students who are 

learning to read in English as a second language while attempting to obtain academic 

proficiency in that language.  Only recently has research begun to address the specific 

needs of English language learners in learning to read English proficiently.   

In the Philosophical Approaches to Reading Instruction section of this literature 

review, some of the philosophical concepts related to reading instruction will be outlined. 

The tensions regarding teaching pedagogy, perspectives on struggling readers, and 

ideologies on the reading process as part of English acquisition for second language 

learners are emphasized.  The Movement toward Data-Based Reading Instruction section 

will describe how conflicts over reading instruction led legislators to explore alternatives 
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through the appointment of two committees.  These committees distilled accumulated 

research on reading instruction and identified five core concepts of reading acquisition. 

These five core concepts formed the foundation of the present federally supported 

intervention model.  Additional research was launched by government agencies after 

committee outcomes were released because most reading intervention studies had not 

included English learners in the study populations.  In the Implementing a Research-

Based Model section, the Intensive, Explicit, Structured, Phonics-based Program (IESPP) 

derived from the recommendations of the aforementioned committees and subsequent 

research will be presented, along with pertinent data supporting the model.    

Philosophical Approaches to Reading Instruction 

All educators agree children should be taught to read proficiently.  However, 

widespread disagreement exists as to the appropriate format in which reading should be 

presented, as well as how reading should be taught.   One of the clearest illustrations of 

these philosophical debates within literacy is illustrated by the disagreement between 

supporters of skills-based instruction (phonics approach), and literature-based instruction 

(Whole Language Approach; Goodman, 1987). 

Phonics 

Proponents of phonics call for a systematic base of instruction emphasizing the 

decoding process, stressing the importance of parts (phonemic and phonic pieces) in 

order to explicitly teach the whole (word comprehension).  Advocates of phonic 

methodology believe phonemic awareness forms the foundation of phonics (Torgesen, 

2002; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998).  Phonics in turn forms the basis of word 
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identification skills (Vellutino, et al. 2004).  Supporters believe meaning will follow 

naturally as the child acquires skill in decoding (Ehri, 2005; Foorman, et al., 1999). 

Phonic systems vary in the degree of preplanning for instruction, control of materials, and 

amount of direct instruction provided by the teacher, but all require some form of direct 

explanation to link sound and symbol.  Consequently, phonics systems differ 

fundamentally from literature-based approaches which rely on students‟ ability to intuit 

the rules and relationships guiding written language. 

Whole Language 

In contrast to phonics-based instruction, the philosophy of literacy-based learning 

as expressed by Goodman (1984, 1986, 1996) considers skills-based reading instruction 

as ineffective.  Adherents of the Whole Language methodology compare the development 

of reading to the development of language as a natural process.  These reading teachers 

believe that a child‟s reading proficiency derives from immersion in authentic literature 

and a self-paced, meaningful, discovery type process facilitated by the teacher.  Much as 

a child naturally learns to speak because he or she desires to communicate, reading and 

writing are naturally acquired through the demonstration of their usefulness in 

communication. Reading occurs naturally because of interest in the content of what is 

being read (Goodman, 1987, 1992, 1993).  

Philosophical Conflict Regarding Reading Instruction 

Unfortunately, the friction engendered by these philosophical and pedagogical 

conflicts creates an obstacle in teaching children to read today.  Whole language 

adherents believe reading is a natural process not requiring cognizant notice of linguistic 
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units (Foorman, et al., 2003).  Key supporters of the philosophy are adamantly opposed to 

the teaching of “parts” or phonics, as well as any type of direct or explicit instruction.  As 

Goodman states, “One cannot reconcile direct instruction with natural learning” 

(Goodman, 1989, p. 69).  Achievement testing is considered by Whole Language teachers 

to be an illegitimate means for determining levels of literacy acquisition. The use of 

experimental models of research is perceived as an inadequate aid in the development of 

reading methodology because researchers, of necessity, measure specific skills within 

reading, rather than literacy as a whole (Goodman, 1987).  When learners struggle to 

acquire reading skills, it is thought to be a by-product of phonics instruction, an 

educationally created “disability”, rather than an inherent inability to intuit reading 

literacy skills. 

Supporters of phonics view whole language as inadequate to meet struggling 

students‟ needs in reading because it eliminates explicit instruction as well as phonics 

from the reading instructional process, removing tools some students purportedly need to 

acquire reading skills.  Critics of whole language believe reading is not a natural 

biological process: it must be taught (Foorman, et al., 2003; Liberman, 1999).  

Consequently, the issue for proponents of phonics-based instruction is not if phonics 

should be taught.  The issue is how phonics should be taught (Foorman, et al., 2003).   

Second Language Acquisition and Reading 

Instructing students who are learning to read in English as a second language 

poses a similar ideological conflict.  Do students acquire proficiency more rapidly in 

reading and speaking a second language through being immersed in an environment 
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requiring only the use of the second language? Or do students need to acquire some basic 

level of proficiency in reading in their own language to transfer to instruction in the new 

language?  Again, educators are divided in their opinions of what strategies will work 

most efficiently in the acquisition of reading skill in a second language. 

Immersion. One popular theory of language acquisition is known as “Immersion”.  

This theory is supported by political advocates from various language backgrounds and 

has been voted into law by the constituents of several states, including the one in which 

this study took place.  According to this theory, a student learns a second language best 

when immersed within an environment requiring the use of the second language 

exclusively.  Immersion is thought to increase proficiency quickly and easily because 

students are required to learn to think in the new language.   

Within the school setting, students acquire English proficiency while also learning 

core subjects with specific vocabulary requirements, such as science and mathematics.  

Structured English Immersion (SEI) attempts to bridge the gap between English and the 

child‟s first language by relying predominantly on the use of visual supports as well as 

contextual clues to enhance the learning of subject matter while teaching English 

vocabulary and discourse skills.  Schools within the state in which this study took place 

were required to provide all instructional materials for academic subject matter in English 

only.  All instruction was required to be in English except when special provisions were 

met by parents, students, and schools.  Unless these provisions were met, no instruction 

in the first language was allowed to take place, even when a word or phrase in the first 
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language might have provided instantaneous clarity for instruction occurring in the 

second language. 

Bilingual. Many second language educators adhere to the theory of an underlying 

cognitive proficiency (also known as the Interdependence Hypothesis) as a necessary 

precursor to literacy skills (Cummins, 1979).  Cummins (1981) theorized that English 

learners used two types of language: 1) Basic Interpersonal Communications Skills or 

BICS, and 2) Cognitive/Academic Language Proficiency or CALP.  BICS is considered 

to be a combination of linguistic knowledge, interpretive sign, and observation with 

understanding highly dependent on the context.  CALP is presented as the language of 

academia, mostly tied to abstract concepts rather than concrete, observable objects.   

Cummins (1981) believed BICS and CALP were interdependent, not only with 

one another, but also with any other language the learner was attempting to master.  

Cummins‟ theory visualized BICS and CALP as parts of an iceberg.  BICS, the ability to 

recognize and recall information, was presented as the tip of the iceberg.  CALP, the 

ability to analyze, synthesize and evaluate, lay hidden beneath the visible surface (Fueyo, 

1997).  Cummins described the acquisition of two languages as two dual overlapping 

icebergs.  Each iceberg represented a given language.  Both icebergs shared a common 

underlying proficiency in the child‟s first language supporting both languages.  Cummins 

labeled this as “linguistic interdependence” citing evidence from his own 1980‟s study in 

which older learners whose first language CALP was better developed, acquired their 

second language CALP more rapidly than younger children (Cummins, 1981).   
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Consequently, the first language is thought to mediate the learning of the second 

language. Proponents of bilingual education believe once a student reads in one language, 

the knowledge quickly transfers to a second language (Krashen, 2000).  Although 

supporting transfer, some proponents acknowledge this reciprocity in reading skill 

attainment between languages may not be as direct as once hypothesized (Brice & 

Roseberry-McKibbin, 2001).   

Outcomes for Students  

While educators debated these issues, general outcomes for students in reading 

continued to reveal a disquieting pattern of failure.  Demands for literacy escalated in an 

increasingly technological society.  In 1992 and 1994, the National Assessment of 

Educational Progress (NAEP) indicated the rate of reading failure ranged from 60% to 

70% for fourth grade Hispanic, African American, English language learners, and 

students from low socio-economic backgrounds (Moats, 1999).  On a national level, the 

National Assessment Education Progress (1998) reported 38% of all fourth grade 

students could not read at a basic level. These results are particularly disturbing as fourth 

graders‟ reading skills should be well-developed.  Students should be progressing from 

learning to decode to reading for content. Lyon (2002) interpreted these statistics as 

meaning these students were unable to read or understand a paragraph from an age 

appropriate book.  Educators appeared to be ineffective in their attempts to teach basic 

literacy skills to American students. 
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Movement Toward Data-Based Reading Instruction 

Dissatisfaction with educational outcomes is not a recent phenomenon. The 1957 

launch of Sputnik I forced Americans to reconsider education in light of new political, 

military, technological, and scientific developments.  Americans were concerned students 

were not learning enough, working hard enough, or keeping pace with pupils abroad.  

Because reading was considered the gateway to all other academic learning, an emphasis 

on effective reading instruction commenced. Federal officials began to seek sources 

outside the schools to identify the differences between educational fact and opinion.  

Educational research emerged as the key influence in the identification of a mandated 

reform model. 

Governmental Attempts to Address Poor Reading Performance 

In 1961, shortly after the Sputnik launch, Congress established the National 

Institute of Child Health and Development (NICHD), directing the new organization to 

investigate educational improvement as one of its mandates.  Congress also enacted the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA).  ESEA (1965) was and continues to 

be a comprehensive plan addressing inequality of educational opportunity for students 

who are considered economically underprivileged.  ESEA provided additional education 

monies in the form of Title I funding to qualifying schools. Despite additional funds and 

a focus on intervention for students from lower socio-economic backgrounds, educational 

quality continued to appear to be declining. 

During the late 1970‟s, the President appointed the National Commission on 

Excellence in Education.  The ensuing report known as A Nation at Risk (1983) stated 
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“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” 

(http://www.ed.gov/pubs/NatAtRisk/risk.html).  Although primarily designed to review 

the needs of the nation‟s high schools, A Nation at Risk reported 23 million adults were 

functionally illiterate as were 40% of minority children.  The Commission‟s 

recommendations involved raising measurable, academic standards to eliminate the 

illiteracy problem.   However, it was not until 1994, when Congress revised ESEA, that 

these recommendations became requirements, requiring schools to adopt challenging 

content, standards, and assessments.  Schools receiving Title I funding were required to 

demonstrate Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) for students receiving services paid for in 

part by government funding. 

Between 1961 and 1998, the National Institute of Child Health and Development 

(NICHD) continued to research the process of reading development, disorder, and 

instruction.  Through its forty-four research sites in North America, Europe and Asia, 

NICHD collected a data base of information including over 115,000 studies on reading.   

Congress appointed the National Research Council (Snow et al., 1998) and the National 

Reading Panel (2000) to develop consensus documents based on NICHD and other 

published research.  The findings reported in these two documents directly influenced the 

revision of ESEA, which later became the No Child Left Behind Act (2001).   

The National Research Council or NRC (Snow et al., 1998), a diverse panel of 

experts, presented a consensus document to Congress concluding “The educational 

careers of 25 percent to 40 percent of American children are imperiled because they don‟t 

http://www.ed.gov/pubs/NatAtRisk/risk.html
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read well enough, quickly enough, or easily enough” (Snow et al., 1998, p. 98). Based on 

their review of the research, the NRC concluded that reading instruction needed to 

address three key areas: alphabetics, comprehension, and motivation. The NRC also 

emphasized the need for trained instructors emphasizing explicit instruction in the early 

grades and manageable class sizes with appropriate teacher-student ratios. Early 

intervention for students with reading difficulties was emphasized in place of deferring 

intervention until third or fourth grade.   

The National Reading Panel or NRP (2000) was comprised of leading scientists in 

reading research, representatives of the university system, educators, and parents for the 

purpose of  “assess[ing] the status of research-based knowledge, including effectiveness 

of various approaches to teaching children to read” (National Reading Panel, 2000, p.1). 

Beginning with the foundation established by the NRC, the NRP limited reviewed 

research to experimental and quasi-experimental studies based on rigorous standards.  

The NRP identified five core skills embedded in the reading process: phonological 

awareness, phonics, vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension.  Because of the abundance 

of research available for review and the lack of rigorous guidelines for the review of 

qualitative research, the NRP felt that limiting their review to quantitative research was 

appropriate, particularly since only evidence collected through experimental models 

could be considered to generate data linking outcomes to causation. 

Findings on Core Reading Skills 

 Building on the findings summarized by the NRC and NRP, reading researchers 

have continued to examine and cross-examine the reading process as well as NRC and 
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NRP conclusions.  The following provides a summation of the research related to the five 

core reading skill components identified: phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, 

vocabulary, and comprehension. 

Phonemic awareness. The first core skill identified by the NRP to be taught in 

effective reading instruction is known as phonemic awareness.  A deficit in phonology is 

the most reliable and specific correlate of reading difficulty (S.E. Shaywitz et al., 2003; 

Torgesen, Wagner, & Rashotte, 1994).  A refining step in the phonological awareness 

process is known as phonemic awareness, an understanding that each individual word is 

made up of a specific sequence of phonemes or sound bits.  Phonemic awareness is 

considered strategic in discerning the logic of the alphabetic principle (Ehri, 2005; Snow 

et al., 1998), in developing the spelling patterns that form the basis of sight word 

recognition (Ehri, 1998, 2005) and is a strong predictor of reading success in young 

children (Snow et al., 1998).     

Phonological and phonemic awareness focus a student‟s attention on the sound 

pieces within words and how their respective organizations influence word production.  

By teaching students to break spoken words into parts, students begin to understand how 

linking sounds to graphemes and the order of graphemes change the words produced. 

This understanding of sound order makes phonic instruction possible (Rayner, Foorman, 

Perfetti, Pesetsky, & Seidenberg, 2001).  As Torgesen (2002) states "... phonemic 

awareness is what makes phonics meaningful" (p. 12).  After a review of 52 studies, the 

National Reading Panel (NRP, 2000) concluded teaching phonemic awareness skills to 

children is “highly effective under a variety of teaching conditions with a variety of 
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learners across a range of grades and age levels,” and teaching of these skills to children 

“significantly improve[d] their reading more than instruction that lacks phonemic 

awareness” (NRP, 2000, p.7).  

Although consensus in the reading literature indicates a deficit in phonological 

processing underlies reading disability, comparatively little research has focused on the 

relationship between phonological awareness in children learning English as a second 

language and the impact on reading acquisition (Lipka, Siegel, & Vukovic, 2005).  

However, it is largely accepted that there is a reciprocal relationship between phonemic 

awareness of sound and literacy (Dickson & McCabe, 2001).   

Phonics. The second core skill identified by the NRP to be taught in effective 

reading instruction is phonics. Since reading difficulties have been demonstrated to exist 

at the level of word identification (Foorman, et al., 2003; Vellutino et al., 2004), phonics 

has received increasing validation as an essential teaching tool for students who struggle 

with reading (Foorman et al., 2003; Foorman et al., 1998; Kaminski & Good III, 1996, 

McCardle, Scarborough, & Catts, 2001; Torgesen, 2004).  Phonics instruction focuses on 

helping beginning readers to recognize the linkages between letters in written words and 

the sounds or phonemes they hear in a spoken word.  Students are then able to use these 

correspondences to inform their reading of unknown or unrecognized words.  Instruction 

in phonics may be incidental or systematic.  A systematic approach involves explicitly 

teaching a sequential set of phonic elements.  Incidental phonics instruction highlights 

specific rudiments in an opportunistic fashion as the student encounters examples within 

the text.   
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According to the National Reading Panel (NRP, 2000), a meta-analysis of 38 

studies utilizing 66 treatment-control groups indicated systematic phonics instruction was 

significantly more effective than little or no phonics instruction.  Systematic phonics had 

a “positive and significant effect on disabled students‟ reading skills,” and demonstrated 

a “significantly more effective improvement in low socioeconomic status (SES) 

children‟s alphabetic knowledge and word reading skills than instruction approaches that 

were less focused on these initial reading skills.” The NRP continued, “These facts and 

findings provide converging evidence that explicit, systematic phonics instruction is a 

valuable and essential part of a successful classroom reading program.” (NPR, 2000, p.9). 

Fluency.  The third core skill identified by the NRP in teaching effective reading 

acquisition is known as fluency and refers to more than automaticity in individual word 

identification and recognition.  Fluency also incorporates the elements of speed and 

appropriate expression. Word recognition is “grounded in knowledge of the phonological 

structure of spoken words and knowledge of how orthographic units represent those 

structures” as well as experience with reading words (Snow et al., 1998, p. 67).  Strong 

word reading skills are foundational to fluent and accurate reading (Rayner et al., 2001).  

The most important factor in acquired fluency is the ability to recognize large numbers of 

words effortlessly and automatically (Schatschneider & Torgesen, 2003).  In addition, 

fluency is a critical element of reading comprehension (Good, Simmons, & Kame‟euni, 

2001).  

The National Reading Panel (NRP, 2000) found fewer experimental studies 

available on reading fluency.  Only guided repeated readings (16 studies included in the 
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meta-analysis) and independent silent reading (14 studies --- all very different) were 

compared.  Guided repeated oral reading procedures demonstrated “a significant and 

positive impact on word recognition, fluency, and comprehension across a range of grade 

levels” (p. 12).  No multiyear studies were available on the subject.  The NRP was unable 

to find a positive relationship between programs including large amounts of independent 

reading and improvements in reading achievement.  This does not mean the NRP found 

practices such as sustained silent reading (SSR) worthless.  Rather, the findings indicated 

more research is needed to test the questions of causation to substantiate causal claims 

regarding SSR practice.  

Since the NRP review, continued research has identified additional concerns 

regarding the timing of an intervention. Students whose word reading ability have 

reached a moderate to severe level of impairment do not typically increase their fluency 

rates to average even with intervention (Torgesen et al., 2001).  This means the child who 

is not fluent in reading is at a tremendous disadvantage.  A fifth grade child reading at the 

90
th

 percentile may read as many words in two days as a child at the 10
th

 percentile reads 

in an entire year (Cunningham & Stanovich, 1998; Torgesen, 2002).  According to 

Jenkins and associates, fluent readers process approximately 23 idea units per minute, 

whereas students with reading disability process about six units per minute (Jenkins, 

Fuchs, van den Broek, Espin, & Deno, 2003). Consequently, the rate of exposure to 

words read and ideas processed is considerably diminished in less fluent readers.   

Vocabulary. The fourth core skill identified by the NRP to be emphasized to 

readers is vocabulary.  If the word a student is attempting to identify is already a part of 
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the student‟s oral vocabulary, the individual is more likely to be able to understand the 

material being presented.  If a word is not part of a student‟s vocabulary, the individual 

must rely on other resources.  Obviously, a larger vocabulary poses distinct advantages in 

understanding unfamiliar text (August, Carol, Dressler, & Snow, 2005; Ehri, 2005; 

Jenkins, Fuchs, et al., 2003).  Even the experience of being exposed to explanatory talk 

during mealtimes has been linked to literacy related outcomes (Beals, 2001).  Students 

who have difficulty in their initial experience in learning to read run the risk of later 

deficits in vocabulary growth, knowledge of their world, mastery of their language, and 

writing skill (Moats, 1999).   

Vocabulary is intimately tied to comprehension and has been identified as a major 

positive correlate of comprehension ability when measured by standardized tests (Davis, 

1944, 1968; Snow et al., 1998).  Vocabulary growth is highly variable among individuals, 

but some of these differences have been reliably related to demographics.  As cited in 

Snow, Burns, and Griffith (1998), students from higher income backgrounds had double 

the vocabulary of their lower income peers (Graves & Slater, 1987). The size of a child‟s 

vocabulary is directly related to home experience, making it difficult to determine the 

exact relationship between vocabulary and comprehension in reading (Dickson & 

McCabe, 2001).  

National data confirm the existence of large vocabulary gaps between first and 

second language English speakers.  The National Assessment of Educational Progress 

(NAEP) in reading demonstrates a 22-29 scale point advantage for English only homes as 

compared to homes where another language is used (August, Carlo, Dressler et al., 2005).  
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Obtaining vocabulary skill involves identifying literal and connotative meaning as well as 

syntactic and morphological options for individual words.  In addition, semantic 

associations play a part.  These skills combine to produce a depth of understanding of 

words.  It has been demonstrated that learners of a second language are impaired in the 

depth of their word knowledge, even when dealing with commonly occurring words 

(Verhallen & Schoonen, 1993).  In a study of Dutch speaking and minority children, 

Verhoeven (2000) found vocabulary knowledge had more of an impact on reading 

comprehension for students reading in their second language than on their first language.  

Second language learners require intensive vocabulary intervention to increase the depth 

of their word knowledge. 

Bilingual theorists believe vocabulary in a second language develops depth out of 

a shared conceptual memory for words in both languages.  Conceptual ideas already 

developed in the first language should provide a scaffold on which to more efficiently 

acquire word knowledge in the second language.  The concept of second language word 

knowledge developing with greater efficacy in the presence of first language lexical 

knowledge has little empirical support (Ordonez, Carlo, Snow, & McLaughlin, 2002).  

However, lack of support does not mean the concept is inaccurate; only that it has not yet 

been measured.  Some research suggests transfer of vocabulary concepts for words across 

languages sharing similar cognates, but a direct linkage has yet to be demonstrated 

(August, Carlo, Calderson, & Proctor, 2005; August, Carlo, Dressler et al., 2005). 

Comprehension.  Comprehension or reading for understanding can be considered 

the “essence” of reading (Durkin, 1993) and is the fifth core skill identified by the NRP 
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as important to teaching reading.  Understanding text begins with the raw material 

provided by word recognition (Jenkins et al., 2003) and is enhanced by rich vocabulary 

knowledge with increased fluency.  Researchers long have noted the critical importance 

of a reader‟s background knowledge for understanding a text (R.C. Anderson, Reynolds, 

Schallert, & Goetz, 1977; August, Carlo, Dressler et al., 2005; Recht & Leslie, 1988). 

Comprehension is diminished when the reader lacks relevant word knowledge (R. C. 

Anderson & Freebody, 1983; Karme‟enui, Carnine, & Freshi, 1982; Marks, Doctorow, & 

Wittrock, 1974).  However, readers can comprehend some passages when only a few 

words are known if they have adequate background information.  Although failing to 

learn much about the new words encountered, these readers may use words they know to 

help them understand words they do not know (Jenkins, Stein, & Wysocki, 1984; Nagy, 

Herman, & Anderson, 1985; Shu, Anderson, & Zhang, 1995; Stahl. Jacobson, & Davis, 

1989). Training in the use of metacognitive skills, such as comprehension monitoring, 

has been demonstrated to be effective for improved comprehension (Brown, Palincsar, & 

Armbruster, 1984; Gambrell & Bales, 1986; Paris, Cross, & Lipson, 1984).  

The NRP (2000) noted three overall themes in the research results on 

comprehension. First, comprehension is a complex cognitive process and cannot be 

separated from the role played by vocabulary development and instruction.  Secondly, 

comprehension requires deliberate, attentive interaction between the reader and the text. 

Finally, teacher preparation in the instruction of comprehension strategies is intimately 

linked to student achievement.  The NRP also noted a dearth of research regarding 

English learners.  In the early stages of acquisition, the reading progress of English 
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language learners appears to be similar to that of their English speaking counterparts.  

However, general consensus holds that many students, particularly those from lower 

income brackets and those who are English language learners, come to school with lower 

levels of skill ability, and thus start behind (Dickson & McCabe, 2001; Foorman et al., 

1998; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998).  Consequently, these students need to make greater 

gains through the early years to ensure they are able to reach grade level proficiency.  

Legislative Outcomes Based on Research 

Legislators concluded the information needed to settle educational disputes 

regarding reading instruction and, thereby, positively influence reading outcomes were 

available. Legislators were further influenced by reading researchers such as Joseph 

Torgesen and Sally Shaywitz who demonstrated reading impairment was a correctable 

disability through research studies. These researchers published studies indicating 

changes were possible in impaired reading behavior once research-based instructional 

strategies were implemented.  Scanning imagery, such as magnetic resonance imaging, 

also indicated neural pathways in the brain were being reconstructed to resemble those of 

non-impaired readers.  Even severely dyslexic older school-age readers‟ conditions could 

be corrected if teachers used the correct type of instructional tools (Sarkari et al., 2002; B. 

A. Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2004; S. E. Shaywitz et al., 2003; Simos, Fletcher, Bergman et 

al., 2002; Torgesen et al., 2001).  

Historical experience indicated to legislators and researchers that much of the 

knowledge base regarding effective intervention and the resulting positive outcomes had 

been ignored by classroom teachers (Denton, Vaughn, & Fletcher, 2003).  Mandating 
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change regarding the use of research-based practices appeared the most time efficient 

option as legislators moved to provide direction to the reading instruction debates through 

the No Child Left Behind Act (2001).  The reaction of educational researchers to the use 

of research-based instructional models seems to be well expressed by Dr. Sally Shaywitz 

as she remarked, “The big news is that science has come into education” (Murphy, 2003, 

p. 342).  

Summary 

While the public, lawmakers, and press continued to vocalize discontent after 

1957 with American educational outcomes, educators appeared unable to reach a 

consensus on how to correct the situation, continuing to cite personal experiences and 

various case studies as support for their practice, while referring to an unspecified body 

of research.  Legislators were not interested in personal opinions about what educators 

thought should work; they wanted statistical “proof” as to what would work in the 

classroom.  Governmental legislators determined mandating instructional change was 

necessary in order to improve reading education outcomes.  Mandating change to the use 

of research-based instructional strategies in reading, particularly for kindergarten through 

third graders, was considered essential to attain the increasingly demanding high school 

graduation standards recommended in A Nation At Risk.   

Research on reading collected during the past ten years has addressed most of the 

issues debated in reading circles.  Phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and 

comprehension have been identified as five core skills in reading acquisition.  Using 

advanced brain imaging and scanning techniques, reading disabilities have been 
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identified as deviant neurobiological processing patterns.  Evidence has mounted 

demonstrating reading failure can be prevented through intervention.  Many students‟ 

reading struggles can be ameliorated through the process of intervention with research-

based strategies.  Finally, research of early reading acquisition needs of second language 

learners indicates many of these students‟ requirements are similar to those of their 

English speaking peers.  With the enactment of NCLB, the government mandated an 

approved model for reading instruction, particularly in the early grades. 

Implementing a Research-Based Model 

Intensive, Explicit, Structured, Phonics-Based Programming 

After more than 30 years of data collection, researchers had much to share about 

interventions for readers lacking proficiency in reading.  Unfortunately, much of this 

knowledge on reading intervention and the resulting positive outcomes had not been 

implemented by classroom teachers. Efforts continued to reform the modern classroom 

into a more effective instructional model. Using research-based methodology, data 

collected on various inclusive programs incorporating the five core skills of reading 

demonstrated the need to include opportunities for intensive, individualized instruction 

(Foorman et al., 2003; Manset & Semmel, 1997).  The IESPP (Intensive, Explicit, 

Structured, Phonics-based Program) is such a model of reform.  A brief description of the 

characteristics of each component of the IESPP is provided below.  A review of findings 

from researchers accompanies each description.   

Intensive. The first component necessary in effective, research-based reading 

intervention is intensity.  Intensity is associated with sufficient exposure to the material to 
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be learned, and appears to be a key factor in intervention for struggling readers 

(Torgesen, 2004).  In a recent study of 7 to 17-year-old students with severe reading 

impairments, all 8 students demonstrated altered brain activation profiles while reading 

after only 80 hours of intensive, explicit instruction (Simos, Fletcher, Bergman et al., 

2002).  Comparison of the MSI (Magnetic Scan Imaging) to normal student activation 

profiles revealed the treated students had developed a reading circuit profile similar to 

one normally developed in skilled readers. 

In order to incorporate intensity into a reading program, two aspects of instruction 

are employed: duration and pacing. Duration refers to time-on-task or the number of 

learning opportunities provided.  Pacing refers to the amount of instructional material 

covered in a session and is moderated by the size of group, the type and number of 

individual responses required, and the amount of stress placed on an individual.  Pacing 

can create positive stress based on the individual‟s prior knowledge, materials used, and 

current requirements for learning, creating a level of challenge. The degree of challenge 

must be monitored carefully, as too little or too much will result in insufficient learning 

progress.  Both duration and pacing should integrate seamlessly with other aspects of an 

intervention, particularly in the structuring of materials.  

Students who are beginning to fail or who have fallen behind require extra 

practice to catch up with their peers.  Research related to intensity in the form of duration 

is almost always tied to explicit instruction. Torgesen and colleagues (2001) conducted 

67.5 hours of one-to-one intervention for 60 students aged 8 to 10 years.  Each child 

received two 50 minute interventions per day during a period of 8 weeks of explicit 
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instruction in phonological awareness using one of two programs.  The Auditory 

Discrimination in Depth (ADD) and the Embedded Phonics (EP) programs are similar; 

both require intense, directed instruction.  EP provides students with more opportunities 

to practice skills in reading and writing of text.  ADD provides in-depth instruction in 

phonemic awareness and phonological recoding. Large, stable improvements were 

observed that remained stable during the two years of follow-up for both interventions.  

When compared to growth in reading for the previous 16 months in the resource setting, 

effect sizes of between 3.9 and 4.4 were found for the interventions.  One year later, 40% 

of the participating children were determined to no longer be in need of special education 

services.   

  In another study of an intense reading intervention with second and third graders, 

Blachman and colleagues (2004) randomly assigned 69 children to either a control group 

receiving whatever remedial services might traditionally be provided (n=32) or to an 

intensive intervention group (n=37).  “Poor readers” were initially identified based on 

teachers‟ recommendations.  In order to participate, students had to receive a standard 

score of below 90 on the Woodcock Reading Mastery Test (WRMT) and have a verbal 

IQ of above 80.  Groups did not differ significantly before treatment.  The group 

receiving intensive intervention participated in 50 minutes of one-to-one tutoring with 

trained tutors, as well as continuing in their regular classroom reading class.  Intervention 

took place five days a week from September to June.  An average of 105 hours of 

tutoring was provided focusing on explicit and systematic instruction to develop 

phonological and orthographic connections.  Texts were not phonetically controlled.  



     61 

Students in the control group received “whatever remedial reading instruction was 

provided by the school” (p. 450). Nine of these students received no intervention.  The 

others in the control group were provided an average of 77 hours of remedial instruction.  

Little descriptive information is provided regarding this remedial instruction.   

 Students in the intensive intervention group demonstrated significantly greater 

gains than their controls during the initial year in Word Reading (p = .0002), Word 

Reading Efficiency (p < .0001), and Spelling (p = .0002).  Students who participated in 

the treatment continued to differ significantly from their control group peers during the 

year after treatment (Word Reading, p = .0069, Word Reading Efficiency, p = .0001, and 

Spelling, p = .0063).  Effect sizes for the reading and spelling measures ranged from 1.69 

for the WRMT-R Basic Skills Cluster to 0.55 for the GORT-3 Comprehension test.  As 

compared to controls, the intervention group results demonstrated an accelerated growth 

trajectory during the first year.  During the following year, both groups demonstrated the 

same rate of growth, but the intervention group maintained gains over the control group 

(Blachman et al., 2004).   

Slavin (1990) noted that earlier research on reduced class size appeared to have 

no effect until one-to-one ratios were reached.  Slavin explained this finding could be 

interpreted as follows: teachers of large groups did not change instructional style until a 

one-to-one ratio was attained. Elbaum and associates (2000) reviewed 42 samples of 

students in 29 studies of intervention research from 1975 to 1998 to ascertain the 

effectiveness of supplementary, adult-led, one-to-one interventions for elementary 

students struggling with reading.  They found a mean weighted effect size of .41 for 
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intervention groups as compared to control groups. Instructional time did not 

significantly co-vary with duration (r =.116, ns).  The authors explained this indicated the 

same amount of instructional time had more powerful effects when delivered with more 

intensity.  Elbaum and colleagues also found trained volunteers were able to provide 

supplementary instruction impacting student outcomes with a mean weighted effect size 

of .67 (k=5).  Two of the studies compared one-to-one instruction with small group 

instruction.  No advantage was found in the one-to-one program, suggesting small group 

instruction is as effective as one-to-one instruction when appropriately implemented 

(Elbaum, Vaughn, Hughes, & Moody, 2000).      

Torgesen (2004) recommended small group work be frequent, as much as 20 to 

45 minutes a day for 4 to 5 days a week.  Trained paraeducators could deliver the 

intervention and attain similar outcomes (Grek, Mathes, & Torgesen, 2003; Torgesen, 

2004). When trained in an appropriate format, peer tutoring also was found to be 

effective (D. Fuchs, Fuchs, Mathes, & Simmons, 1997; Mathes, Torgesen, & Allor, 1997; 

Mathes, Torgesen, & Allor, 2001; Mathes et al., 2003).  

Explicit.  Explicit instruction, a second key component of effective, research-

based instruction is defined as the provision of direct instruction.  Direct instruction 

requires teachers to point out direct connections between letters in print and sounds in 

words.  Nothing is left to chance nor is an assumption made regarding student skills and 

prior knowledge.  Students are not expected to discover what the teacher has left unsaid 

on his or her own (Torgesen, 2004). Furthermore, a variety of explicit methods have been 

found to accelerate learning to read for students with LD, including computer program 
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support (Olson, Wise, ring, & Johnson, 1997; Torgesen, 2004; Torgesen, Wagner, 

Rashotte, & Herron, 2000; Wise, Ring, & Olson, 1999).  

In an examination of three instructional approaches to reading for children with 

severe phonological weaknesses, Torgesen et al. (1999) compared two programs which 

varied in instructional intensity in phonemic decoding.  These programs were contrasted 

with two other programs: a regular classroom reading program and a control group.   

Kindergarteners in the bottom 12
th

 percentile in letter knowledge and phonemic 

awareness were randomly assigned to one of the four conditions.  Beginning in the latter 

half of kindergarten and continuing into second grade, students in the intervention groups 

received an average of 88 hours of one-to-one instructional sessions.   Half of these 

instructional sessions were delivered by trained teachers and the other half by tutors.  The 

most explicit of the instructional styles yielded the most growth in word reading abilities. 

However, no differences were found between the groups in reading comprehension 

(Torgesen, Wagner, Rashotte, Rose, Lindamood, Conway, et al., 1999). The authors 

believed this outcome might have resulted from an emphasis by less explicit programs in 

teaching comprehension strategies.  Consequently, to be maximally effective, the authors 

concluded intervention programs for phonemically at-risk children must allow time for 

explicit and systematic instruction in comprehension-oriented skills as well as word level 

skills.  

In a study conducted by Foorman et al. (1998), 285 first and second graders from 

66 classrooms from eight Title 1 schools participated in a study comparing two forms of 

direct instruction to embedded instruction and implicit instruction in phonics.  Direct 



     64 

code instruction consisted of explicit practice in letter-sound correspondence practiced in 

controlled vocabulary texts.  Students participating in the embedded code instruction 

group were taught the sound-spelling patterns encountered while reading trade books.  

The final group received implicit code instruction on the alphabetic code while reading 

trade books in a whole language format.  All students participated in the same 

curriculum.  

In word reading skills, students participating in the direct code instruction 

program improved at a significantly faster rate than their peers participating in the 

implicit code group (t = 2.93, p = .004, f = 0.54).  However, direct instruction did not 

make a significant difference in vocabulary skill acquisition.  According to the authors, 

this latter outcome indicated the effect for type of instruction was specific to reading. 

Further analysis revealed the direct instruction group as having the higher mean scores in 

decoding and comprehension than either the embedded instruction group or the implicit 

code instruction group.  The authors said the practical significance of the group 

differences were demonstrated in the percentage of children who did not exhibit growth 

in the respective programs.  Sixteen percent of the students involved in the direct code 

instruction group learned 2.5 words or less per school year from a list of 50 words. In 

contrast, 46% of the students instructed in the implicit code group, 44% of the students 

instructed in the embedded code group, and 38% of the students instructed in the implicit 

code group (with standard features) learned 2.5 words or less per school year (Foorman et 

al., 2003; Foorman et al., 1998).  As the delivery of instruction became more explicit, the 

percentage of students exhibiting little growth in word reading was reduced.    
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According to Torgesen (2004), word meanings should also be taught and 

practiced explicitly in order for meaning to be accessible when students are reading text 

(Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2002; Foorman et al., 2003).  Direct instruction and practice 

in fluency also were indicated as necessary facets (Mercer, Campbell, Miller, Mercer, & 

Lane, 2000).  Sequential instruction in the use of comprehension strategies for the 

construction of meaning also was recommended (Mastropieri & Schruggs, 1997).  In 

each case, the student‟s attention was directed by the mediator (usually a teacher) to 

specific relationships, and concepts presented through teacher-student dialogue. 

Assimilation of the information was frequently checked through direct questioning and 

inaccurate responses were corrected.  Groups worked with the teacher moving quickly 

through planned material with each student actively engaged in participating.  

Structured. The third key component of effective research-based instruction was 

structured or supportive instruction.  The term, structured instruction, refers to two 

important characteristics of a reading program: 1) classroom instructional features and  

2) system-wide support mechanisms. Instruction should build on mastered skills. Task 

difficulty should be controlled to maintain high levels of success (Swanson, Saez, Gerber, 

& Leafstedt, 2004). A description of the two characteristics of structured instruction 

follows below. 

As a feature in the classroom, instruction should be carefully constructed through 

observant sequencing to build skills gradually.  Joseph Torgesen (2004) maintains that 

the greater the disability, the more critically necessary this type of instruction is to an 

individual.  Consequently, structured programs should be a carefully organized sequence 
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of gradual skill building. Task difficulty should be controlled or scaffolded so students 

are challenged, but also experience success (Foorman & Torgesen, 2001; Torgesen, 

2004). Teacher-student dialogue should model the strategic thinking skills needed to 

complete a task (Swanson, Hoskyn, & Lee, 1998).     

Another important feature of the classroom support structure was the intentional 

use of research-based teaching strategies (Coyne et al., 2004; Foorman et al., 2003).  

Supportive techniques such as error-correction routines were scaffolded to meet present 

student needs (Torgesen, 2004).  Specific research-based strategies such as guided 

reading and active participation on the part of students were essential.  Structured, 

supportive classroom instruction included frequent assessment checks to ensure students 

were mastering skills and concepts presented (Darling-Hammond & Falk, 1997; Snow et 

al., 1998).  Assessment checks allowed teachers to identify areas of weakness and adapt 

instruction to benefit students as individuals as well as groups (Deno, Fuchs, Maston, & 

Shin, 2001).   

In the literature, system-wide support systems emerged as a second important 

characteristic of structure for successful research-based instruction.  School and district 

wide systems could provide ongoing support offering invaluable access to resources, 

trainers, and materials (Snow et al., 1998).  To benefit an entire school, instructional 

changes require more than the commitment of a few informed teachers applying 

evidence-based strategies.  For instance, developing lessons in a collaborative fashion can 

enhance instruction (Wallace, Anderson, & Bartholomay, 2002).  However, collaboration 
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required time to implement.  More time for collaboration required administrative changes 

to teacher scheduling. 

On-going professional development was needed.  Encouragement to incorporate 

research-based strategies in the curriculum also was necessary (Anderson et al., 2000; 

Vaughn, Moody, & Schumm, 1998).  Teachers needed to understand the targeted purpose 

of the strategies and be trained in the execution of research-based skills (Coyne et al., 

2004).  If ongoing training was not provided, some teachers tended to regress to familiar 

forms rather than continuing to improve instructional techniques.  Consequently, 

opportunities to learn new teaching strategies should be integrated into staff development 

for new teachers as well as for the improvement of veterans (Anderson et al., 2000).  

Decisions regarding scheduling, professional development opportunities, and other 

supportive administrative policies were typically made at the system level rather than at 

the classroom level.   

Phonics-based.  Phonics refers to “instruction in how the sounds of speech are 

represented by letters and spellings” (Snow et al., 1998, p.55).  This association of letters 

and sounds is known as the alphabetic principle. Although many methods exist to teach 

the alphabetic principle, some methods are considered more effective than others.  

Because phonics emphasizes the alphabetic principle by explicitly teaching reading 

instruction in the code system of written English, it is highly effective (Moats, 1999).  

Once phonemic awareness has developed fully, making sense of the alphabetic principle 

is a natural by-product of phonic-based reading instruction.  Students begin to understand 

that letters map to sounds and words at the phonemic level (Torgesen & Wagner, 1998).  



     68 

Rayner et al. (2001) notes systematic phonics instruction emphasizing spelling appears to 

be a major factor in intervention for dyslexics, along with phonological awareness 

training and the practice of reading decodable texts.   

In various studies of reading comparing explicit phonics instruction to implicit 

instruction in connected text, explicit instruction in phonics was found to generate 

superior word reading skills (Foorman et al., 1998; Snow et al., 1998; Torgesen et al., 

1999).  Almost all of the previous cited research connected with intensive or explicit 

instruction also was tied to phonics-based instruction.  As one set of researchers noted 

even “one-to-one instruction in reading may not be very successful … in the most 

seriously impaired children unless it contains explicit and intensive instruction in 

phonological awareness and the alphabetic principle” (Simos et al., 2002, p. 11).  

A recent quasi-experimental design study by Frechling, Zhang, and Silverstein 

(2006) was conducted on the effectiveness of the IESPP (Voyager Universal Literacy 

System®) with kindergarteners (n=398) at eight schools.   Four schools implemented the 

IESPP (n = 202).  The other four served as paired comparisons, matched on 

demographics variables (n = 196).  Initial testing of participants indicated no differences 

between the treatment and comparison groups.  In the first stage of this study, change-

score means were created by subtracting pretest from posttest scores for students 

participating in the IESPP schools.  Significant differences (p < .01) were found in the 

change-scores across assessments (DIBELS, Comprehensive Test of Phonological 

Processing, and Woodcock Reading Mastery).  Pretest-to-posttest effect sizes were very 

large, ranging from 1.5 to 8.3 for each of the seven assessments.  Overall growth for 
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students participating in the IESPP represented gains on each of the seven assessment 

scales of 1.51 to 8.3 SDs after nine months of participation.  However, as the authors 

note, some skill growth could be attributed to developmental maturity.   

In a second stage of this same study, Frechling et al. (2006) used independent-

sample t tests to compare the mean of difference between the treatment group and the 

comparison group.  These researchers found “the gains in the treatment schools were 

larger than those in the comparison schools on all seven assessments” with effect sizes 

measuring these differences ranging from 0.23 to 1.32 (scale unit varying with 

assessment) in favor of the IESPP schools (p. 87).  

Measuring Progress 

Many districts participate in at least two weeks of testing to measure teaching 

efficacy and demonstrate student progress. Unfortunately, standardized, norm-referenced 

tests are not designed to provide classroom prescriptions for individuals (Bryant & 

Rivera, 1997). Tracking student progress during a school year is a necessary prerequisite 

for creating an intensive, explicit instruction program.  Norm-referenced tests provide 

information about students‟ standing in relationship to their peers, not what material has 

been mastered.  Even standards-based assessments do not provide specific information 

for instructional planning.  These tests are given once a year with teachers usually 

receiving results at either the end of that academic school year or during the following 

summer.  In either case, students have progressed on to another teacher so it is too late to 

correct any academic oversights for a particular individual or class.   
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With few instructional insights available from the requisite standardized testing, 

researchers maintained teachers must implement frequent, goal-oriented assessment 

probes.  These measures were needed in order to diagnostically confirm what students 

were learning and to address the “gaps” in their education.  An extensive body of 

literature collected during the previous twenty years demonstrated these measurement 

probes could be made through simple in-class assessments with documentation (Deno & 

Fuchs, 1987; L. S. Fuchs et al., 1984; L. S. Fuchs & Fuchs, 1992; Good III & Jefferson, 

1998;  Kaminski & Good III, 1996; Shin, Good III, Knutson, & Tilly III, 1992; Tindel, 

1992; Vaughn et al., 2003).  This in-class assessment information provided through 

progress monitoring or curriculum-based measures could then be used to help plan for 

instruction while apprising teachers, students, and parents of the individual‟s academic 

growth (Darling-Hammond & Falk, 1997). Teachers would use progress monitoring 

probes, also known as curriculum-based measures (CBM).  CBM incorporated the 

necessary validity and reliability credentials to address the need for tracking progress 

during the school year for instructional purposes (L.S. Fuchs & Fuchs, 1992; Good III & 

Jefferson, 1998; Shin et al. 1992). 

Criteria for CBM include being an effective measure (valid and reliable), as well 

as feasible (time efficient), and sustainable (easy to administer, score, and understand) 

packaged in a form allowing for repeated testing (Espin, Scierika, Skare, & Halverson, 

1999).  CBM focus on long-term instructional goals rather than short-term objectives, and 

consist of a blending of traditional and alternative assessment models (L. S. Fuchs & 

Deno, 1991). Most forms of curriculum-based measures rely on specific subskill mastery 
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measurements.  CBM are not built upon a single instructional skill hierarchy.  Instead, 

CBM are designed to check a broad range of skills and proficiency levels while the 

difficulty level remains constant over time. Consequently, retention and generalization 

checks are automatic (L. S. Fuchs & Fuchs, 1996). Probes are designed to be used 

frequently and, therefore, measure behaviors happening routinely.  Instruction is then 

adapted to the individual.  Through CBM the appropriate level of intensity is indicated 

and areas in which instruction needs to be more explicit are identified, allowing the 

Intensive, Explicit, Structured, Phonics-based Program (IESPP) to be effective in 

teaching students to read. 

English language learners‟ progress appears to be similar to their English 

speaking counterparts in the early stages.  CBM in the form of oral reading fluency 

probes should track progress and ensure appropriate levels of intensity in instruction to 

address weaknesses in reading.  Many students come to school with lower levels of skill 

ability, particularly those in the lower income brackets and those who are English 

language learners (Dickson & McCabe, 2001; Foorman et al., 2001; Whitehurst & 

Lonigan, 1998).  Because these students are starting behind, they are particularly at-risk 

for reading failure and need to make greater gains during the year to reach grade level 

proficiency. The IESPP is specifically designed to increase at-risk students‟ skills in 

reading.  By providing extra support to students at-risk for reading failure, students 

struggling with reading should begin to close the achievement gap between themselves 

and their non-struggling peers.  With the implementation of an IESPP, fewer children 

should be left behind academically. 
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Summary 

Philosophical conflicts have long existed in education.  This conflict was 

illustrated in the impassioned differences between supporters of Phonics and Whole 

Language as well as factions promoting conflicting theories of English acquisition.  

Because of general discontent with students‟ educational outcomes, particularly in the 

area of reading, government agencies turned to educational researchers for answers.  Two 

committees known respectively as the National Research Council (Snow et al., 1998) and 

the National Reading Panel (NRP, 2000) identified five core skills to be taught and 

emphasized in reading instruction: phonemic awareness, phonics, comprehension, 

vocabulary, and fluency.  When combined in an intensive, structured format founded on 

explicit instruction, phonics-based instruction was identified as a more effective 

instructional model than methods employing implicit code (Foorman et al., 1998). 

Based on the recommendations of the NRC and NRP, Congress enacted the No 

Child Left Behind Act (2001), mandating evidence-based instruction.  One model was the 

IESPP (Intensive, Explicit, Structured, Phonics-based Program).  Research demonstrated 

that using intensive, explicit, phonics yielded excellent outcomes for students whose first 

language was English, and who also were have reading difficulties (Foorman et al., 2003, 

Torgesen, 2004).  However, the projected outcomes were not clear for second language 

students learning to read in English.  Little research exists on the reading process in a 

second language (Avolos, 2003).   

At the time of this writing, no research on reading program effectiveness exists 

for English language learners with learning disabilities.  Instead, the literature primarily 
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consists of extrapolations based on studies of students with reading disabilities learning to 

read in their native language.  English language learners are thought to acquire reading 

skills in the same manner as their English speaking peers.  The IESPP is designed to 

provide early intervention support within the inclusive classroom structure and reduce the 

probability of at-risk reading behaviors.  As at-risk readers, English learners should 

benefit from participation in the IESPP.   
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CHAPTER 3 

METHOD  

Overview 

Gathering data and information for this study was conducted in two phases.  

Phase 1 focused on quantitative data based on outcome scores for students‟ reading 

fluency.  In Phase 2, qualitative data were collected regarding each of the three school 

sites.  Interviews were conducted to obtain perceptions of support personnel on the 

implementation process influencing student outcome scores at the site(s) at which each 

was active.  A description of the intensive, explicit, structured phonics-based program 

(IESPP) used by the participating district is presented briefly.  Selection procedures, 

instruments used and data collection procedures are presented and described by phase.   

Intensive, Explicit, Structured Phonics-Based Program (IESPP) 

Description of the Reading Program 

 The IESPP implemented as the reading curriculum for the three schools was 

known as the Voyager Universal Literacy System® (www.voyagerlearning.com).  This 

IESPP program was designed to be delivered in a daily 2½ hour literacy block. The third 

grade curriculum was thematically formatted around the concept of river adventures, 

highlighting the great rivers, cultures, and history of the world.  The Voyager curriculum 

included the use of continuous progress monitoring measures known as the Vital 

Indicators of Progress™ (VIP™).  These indicators were similar to the Oral Reading 

Fluency and Retell Fluency measures used in the DIBELS (Dynamics Indicators of Basic 

Early Literacy Skills) measures.  Through progress monitoring, student development was 

http://www.voyagerlearning.com/
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observed and evaluated.  Students identified with individualized instructional needs were 

later provided with extra practice and instruction during the reading skills segment.   

The schools participating in this study were instructed by the Reading First grant 

administrators to use the DIBELS measures in place of the VIP measures.  The DIBELS 

measures were to be conducted once a week by the teacher during the literacy block 

while students work on assigned activities.  At the beginning, middle, and end of the 

school year, DIBELS measures were recorded as benchmarks.  The collection of the three 

benchmark data points are subsequently described under Dynamics Indicators of Basic 

Early Literacy Skills.   

The literacy block was divided into four segments.  These four segments 

consisted of: (a) reading skills introduction, (b) spelling skills practice, (c) reading skills 

practice, and (d) instruction and practice in the writing process.   

Reading skills. This 60 minute segment included an engagement activity (warm 

up, mini-lesson, or short review) and was presented in a whole group format.  After the 

engagement activity, the class focused on a selected text with a connected activity.  

Objectives were then targeted.  Targeted skills and strategies included: vocabulary 

expansion, reading comprehension, word study and decoding, fluency, shared and 

independent reading, listening and speaking, as well as writing. As the first segment drew 

to a close, the teacher directed a review of all the activities covered during the 60 minute 

period.   

Spelling skills. This 25 minute segment was designed to enhance spelling skills 

through a variety of activities.  These activities consisted of pretests and posttests of 
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related spelling words with practice worksheets.  Direction for daily practice at home also 

was included.   

Reading skills. This 25 minute segment included reading centers in which a 

student might engage in group activities related to vocabulary development, research, 

reading interventions or independent activities (for advanced readers). Instruction 

consisted of both independent and teacher-directed reading activities.  

Writing skills.  During the 30 minute writing segment, direct instruction was 

provided on the steps of writing and necessary skills leading to published written 

products.   

Phase 1: Quantitative Data 

Selection Procedures 

Site Selection  

The participating district was located in a large urban city in the southwestern part 

of the United States.  The district had a history of using the Whole Language approach to 

teach reading and had been involved in many types of bilingual programming. According 

to the district‟s website, the district‟s mission was “to ensure that all students achieve 

academic success and contribute positively to a diverse, changing, democratic society.”  

School populations within the district were transitory.  A large number of students 

entered or changed schools during the school year.  Because a number of elementary 

schools within the district were identified by the state as “underperforming,” the district 

applied to the state and was awarded funding through a Reading First grant to implement 
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an intensive, explicit, structured phonics-based program (IESPP) at three of its 

elementary schools. 

 Selection of Schools  

All three elementary schools participating in the Reading First grant were 

involved in the IESPP.  Each school was attempting to overcome factors identifying them 

as “underperforming” by the state.  All three schools had large numbers of students who 

qualified for free and reduced lunch benefits.  Between 30% and 60% of the three 

schools‟ participating students met the district criteria as English language learners.  All 

three schools were using Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) to 

measure progress in students‟ reading skills as required by the Reading First grant.  No 

other schools in the district were using DIBELS during this time period.   

Standardized measures administered by district personnel might have provided a 

cross-check for group performances.  The Stanford-9, given at the end of second grade, 

was not comparable to the state standards tests given at the end of third grade. Specific 

accommodations and modifications provided during the Stanford-9 were not documented 

across classrooms or schools.  Therefore, no comparison groups were available. 

Selection of Grade Level for Phase 1 

Demographic and DIBELS (Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills) 

data were included in the IESPP (Intensive, Explicit, Structured Phonics-based Program) 

data base.  Data were available for students in kindergarten through third grade. In this 

district, identification of students with learning disabilities was based on a discrepancy 

model.  Therefore, more students were identified as they progressed through the grade 
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levels as larger skill discrepancies became apparent.  Of the kindergarten through third 

grade students in the participating schools, the third grade had the largest number of 

students diagnosed with learning disabilities (LD).  Students ranged in age from eight to 

ten years.   

Selection of Students and Distribution to Groups for Phase 1 

The participants were third grade students with and without learning disabilities, 

attending one of the three school sites.  Participants included both speakers and learners 

of English.  Students selected for participation in the study were divided into four groups 

based on district identifiers:  (a) English Speakers without disabilities (ES), (b) English 

Speakers with learning disabilities (ESLD), (c) English language learners without 

disabilities (EL), and (d) English language learners with learning disabilities (ELLD).   

Students who received special education services for a disability other than a learning 

disability (LD) were not included in order to maximize experimental variance between 

groups while controlling for the extraneous variables introduced by disabilities other than 

LD.  

DIBELS (Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy) data were collected by the 

district for all third grade students at the three schools for each of the three benchmark 

periods during the 2003-2004 school year:  beginning (August-September), middle 

(December-January), and end (May).  Collected DIBELS data were recorded in an IESPP 

(intensive, explicit, structured phonics-based program) data base.  IESPP data were 

screened and students with data for all three data collection points on all three measures 

were selected to participate in the study.   
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To ensure accurate identification of English language learners as well as students 

with learning disabilities, student matric numbers were cross-referenced with other 

district data bases.  Students identified by the IESPP data base as English language 

learners (ELL) were cross-referenced with the district English language acquisition data 

base.  No discrepancies were found.  Students identified by matric number as receiving 

special education services by the district special education database were cross-

referenced with the IESPP data base.  Several discrepancies were found.  The IESPP 

database identified students with speech-language impairments as learning disabled.  The 

identified disability in the district special education database was given precedence.  

Students were dropped from consideration for participation if they had an identified 

disability other than a learning disability. 

Group Comparisons 

Collecting, Organizing, and Analyzing Quantitative Data 

 This section will present: (a) the instruments used to gather quantitative data,       

(b) the data gathering procedures, (c) data organization and storage, and (d) data analysis 

procedures. 

Description of Instruments for Quantitative Data 

Dynamic Indicators of Basic Reading Literacy or DIBELS is one of three CBM 

progress monitoring systems accepted by the state government for Reading First grant 

participants.  At the third grade level, the three measures used by the grant to track 

reading fluency included: Oral Reading Fluency (ORF), Retell Fluency (RTF), and Word 

Use Fluency (WUF).  All three measures of fluency were counted and recorded in terms 
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of number of words per minute.  Each one minute measure was designed to be conducted 

by classroom teachers on a regular basis for the purpose of measuring student reading 

progress and instructional modifications.  In addition, the three fluency measures were 

administered for the purpose of tracking progress at three designated points in the school 

year. These latter administrations were called benchmark measures.  These benchmarks 

included a baseline measure (August-September), a mid-point measure (December-

January), and a final measure at the end of the school year (May).  At each benchmark 

point, each of the three measures (ORF, RTF, and WUF) was given three times with the 

median score chosen to represent overall progress for that period on that measure.   

Oral reading fluency (ORF).  Among the first of all progress measures to be 

explored, oral reading fluency had been demonstrated to be strongly related to academic 

success for low-level performing students (Espin & Deno, 1993).  The one minute oral 

reading fluency measure had strong validity as demonstrated by numerous studies (Deno, 

1985, 1986; Deno, Marston, Shinn, & Tindal, 1983; D. Fuchs & Fuchs, 1986; L. S. 

Fuchs, Fuchs, & Hamlett, 1989; L. S. Fuchs, Fuchs, & Tindal, 1986; Marston et al., 

1981).  Shinn and his colleagues (1992) confirmed the one-minute oral reading fluency 

measure fits theoretical models of reading and was validated as a measure of general 

reading achievement including comprehension.  

The DIBELS Oral Reading Fluency (ORF) was a standardized measure.  ORF 

probes were calibrated for the third grade level and individually administered.  The 

examiner counted the number of words read correctly in one minute.  Hesitations and 

miscues left uncorrected for three seconds were scored as errors. The DIBELS ORF has 
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been established as a reliable predictor of performance on statewide reading assessment 

tests with strong positive correlations for spring (May) DIBELS ORF scores to the 

Arizona Instrument to Measure Standards (r = .74; Wilson, 2005), the Florida 

Comprehension Assessment Reading Test (r= .73; Buck &Torgesen, n.d.), and the North 

Carolina End of Grade reading scores (r= .73; Barger, 2003).   

Retell fluency (RTF).  Retell Fluency was a standardized measure.  This probe 

was designed to measure comprehension through the process of retelling material read 

during the one minute Oral Reading Fluency measure.  Individuals retell what was read 

to the examiner.  The examiner counts the number of words used in one minute. 

Preliminary results by other researchers have indicated a correlation of .59 exists between 

the RTF measure and the ORF measure (http://dibels.uoregon.edu).  No correlation 

studies were available relating the RTF measure directly to comprehension.  

Retell Fluency was designed to be a cross-check of the ORF measure to identify 

students who read fluently, but did not comprehend the material.  According to the 

DIBELS 6
th

 Edition Administration and Scoring Guide (2002) administration manual, a 

students‟ RTF scores typically should be at least half of their actual ORF score. DIBELS 

authors maintain it is unusual for students who read more than 40 words per minute to 

have a retell score less than or equal to a quarter of the words read.  If the RTF score is 

less than half of the ORF score, comprehension issues are indicated.   

Word usage fluency (WUF). A relatively new standardized measure, the Word 

Usage Fluency measure continues to be investigated for technical reliability and validity 

purposes.  According to the official DIBELS home site, technical adequacy has not yet 

http://dibels.uoregon.edu/
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been determined for this measure (http://dibels.uoregon.edu).  No links have been 

established between this measure and the five core reading skills of phonemic awareness, 

phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension.   

To measure WUF, a student was presented with a word along with an example of 

the word‟s usage in a short sentence.  The student was expected to create his or her own 

phase or sentence including the same word with correct usage.  This presentation of a 

word, an example, and then a request for a student response continued for one minute.  

The examiner counted the number of words to which the student responded with accurate 

usage.  Phases or sentences provided by a student were not counted if the target word was 

used incorrectly. 

Data Gathering Procedures 

Data from the district 2003-2004 database on third graders attending any of the 

three selected schools included: DIBELS benchmark performance scores (beginning, 

middle, and end of year), gender, age, ethnicity, learning disability designation, and 

English language proficiency.  Data were taken during the first year of the IESPP‟s 

implementation.  Student data were gathered by teachers as part of an ongoing, routine, 

district data collection.  As shown in Table 1, students were of several ethnicities with 

ages ranging between 8 to 10 years at the beginning to the school year.   

Benchmark data for all third grade students attending the three schools 

participating in the IESPP during the 2003-2004 school year were included in the original 

data set (n = 312). Data were screened and students with complete data for the three 

DIBELS benchmark periods (beginning, middle, end of school year) across the three 

http://dibels.uoregon.edu/
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measures (Oral Reading Fluency, Retell Fluency, and Word Usage Fluency) were 

included in the study.  No personally identifiable data were available.   

At each benchmark, each of the three measures was administered three times with 

the median score chosen to represent student progress in reading fluency.  Reliability 

checks were implemented by the district IESPP reading coordinator and reading coaches 

to ensure measurement integrity.  Students in special education qualifying under a service 

category other than learning disabilities were excluded from the study to protect integrity 

of outcomes.  After these criteria for inclusion and exclusion were applied as identified 

by district criteria, 199 participants were available for study.   

Data Organization and Storage 

Benchmark data collected by district personnel for the 312 third grade students 

across the three schools were initially transmitted to the researcher in four Excel files: 

Two IESPP data files, one special education identification file, and one English language 

acquisition identification file.  The two IESPP files were merged into one Excel file and a 

random check for accuracy conducted of 20% of the entries.  No inaccuracies were 

found.  Using student matric numbers, this merged IESPP Excel file was cross-checked 

with the special education and English language acquisition Excel files.  When 

discrepancies were identified between the merged IESPP data file and either the special 

education data file or the English language acquisition data file, the identification labels 

provided in the district data files were given precedence.  Two additional random 

accuracy checks of 20% of the entries were made to compare the corrected IESPP data 

file to the special education and the English language acquisition data files.  No 
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inaccuracies in identification of the special education or the English language learning 

students were found.   

Based on selection criteria, 199 students were identified.  These 199 participating 

students were divided into four groups: English speakers without disabilities (ES; n = 

89), English speakers with learning disabilities (ESLD; n = 13), English language 

learners without disabilities (EL; n = 79), and English language learners with learning 

disabilities (ELLD; n = 18).   In order to create peer comparison groups of equal size and 

increase robustness for a proposed ANOVA design for ESLD and ELLD groups, random 

samples of English speakers without disabilities (n = 13) and English language learners 

without disabilities (n = 18) were selected using a table of random numbers. 

 Through comparison of the DIBELS benchmark data with the DIBELS indicators 

database, students were identified as being low-risk (at benchmark), some-risk (in need of 

strategic support) or at-risk (in need of intensive support).  These labels identified 

students in need of additional academic support.  These labels were based on the odds 

calculated from observed behavior of students with like scores who achieved the next 

benchmark goal in the national DIBELS data base. Of the 199 third grade students, 150 

qualified initially as at-risk and were automatically provided with additional reading 

support in the form of increased intensity, opportunity and/or duration.  All special 

education services in literacy were required by the district to support the IESPP reading 

program and only English phonics and literary skills were taught.  Spanish was not used 

during instruction.   
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Data Analysis 

Student median benchmark scores were collected by the district in addition to 

demographic data for the 2003-2004 school year.  The district provided these data to the 

researcher.  Student data were stored using SPSS and Excel formats.  Four groups of 

students were compared on three separate measures of reading fluency: Oral Reading 

Fluency (ORF), Retell Fluency (RTF), and Word Usage Fluency (WUF).  The groups 

were: English speakers without disabilities (ES), English speakers with learning 

disabilities (ESLD), English language learners without disabilities (EL), and English 

language learners with learning disabilities (ELLD).  

In order to compare groups across time, a repeated 2 x 2 x 3 mixed ANOVA 

design (LD or not LD x English speaker or English learner x time: beginning, middle, 

end) was proposed to obtain information about potential interactions.  According to this 

plan, equal cell sizes would be used to maximize robustness of the statistic with an alpha 

of .05.  All ESLD and ELLD student data from the data set would be used.  Random 

samples were selected from the ES and EL groups to match cell sizes of ESLD and 

ELLD groups.   

Because potential issues with homogeneity of variance and power would weaken 

ANOVA results, a second conditional comparison was proposed using all students from 

the data set (n = 199).  Students were divided into four groups: English speakers without 

disabilities (ES; n = 89), English speakers with learning disabilities (ESLD; n = 13), 

English learners without disabilities (EL; n = 79, and English learners with learning 

disabilities (ELLD; n = 18).  First and third benchmark scores were used as pretest to 
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posttest comparisons.  Posttest minus pretest change scores were computed for each 

individual.  Change scores were used to calculate score means for each group on each of 

the three measures (Oral Reading Fluency, Retell Fluency, and Word Usage Fluency).  

Three cross-group comparisons were then made using independent t tests.  Cross-group 

comparisons were: (a) English speakers to English speakers with learning (ES to ESLD), 

(b) English learners to English learners with learning disabilities (EL to ELLD), and (c) 

English speakers with learning disabilities to English learners with learning disabilities 

(ESLD to ELLD). 

Additional pretest and posttest score mean data demonstrating growth trends over 

time were also used for descriptive purposes.   

Phase 2: Qualitative Data  

Site Comparisons 

Selection of Site Support Personnel for Phase 2 

Supervising staff associated with third grade students during the 2003-2004 

school year across the three schools using the IESPP (intensive, explicit, structured 

phonics-based program) were invited to participate in the study.  These personnel 

included three reading coaches, three site principals, and the district IESPP reading 

coordinator.  The purpose of this portion of the study was to compare common site 

characteristics and challenges encountered in the IESPP implementation process, and to 

identify unique features influencing student outcomes.   

The IESPP reading coordinator, two site principals, and two reading coaches were 

available for interviews at the time of data collection.  One site principal did not respond 
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to communications regarding the scheduling of an interview and was eliminated from 

participation.  One reading coach was unavailable because of health issues. 

IESPP reading coordinator. The IESPP reading coordinator, who reported 

directly to the Superintendent of Instruction, was appointed to supervise the overall 

program and the reading coaches. The reading coordinator was responsible for 

maintaining data integrity, collection, and storage of IESPP data, as well as data analysis 

for the district.  The reading coordinator prepared state reports on student progress for the 

Reading First grant. 

Principals.  From the outset, site principals were required by the district to take an 

active part in district implementation, attending all site based meetings pertaining to the 

IESPP. This commitment included a monthly meeting with the Superintendent of 

Instruction and other site principals and coaches to review progress.  The two principals 

participating in this study indicated they attended all trainings/meetings provided for their 

coaches and faculty. 

 Reading coaches. The reading coaches were responsible for ensuring structural 

integrity of the program as implemented in the classroom.  Coaches observed teachers in 

classrooms and provided supervision of instructional strategies.  Coaches were 

responsible for identifying faculty needs and providing on-site training in instructional 

strategies. 

Because this study was conducted after the student data were collected by the 

district, cross checks on the integrity of implementation of the IESPP within the 

classroom by researcher observation were not possible.  
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Collecting, Organizing, and Analyzing Qualitative Data 

 This section will present: (a) the instruments used to gather qualitative data, (b) 

the data gathering procedures, (c) data organization and storage, and (d) data analysis 

procedures. 

Instruments for Qualitative Data 

The goal of this data collection was to describe the support structures of the 

IESPP and the characteristics of each participating school site.  Because generalizability 

of the data was tied directly to similarities in populations and settings, the researcher 

sought to obtain clear and accurate information regarding the IESPP (intensive, explicit, 

structured, phonics-based program) and the implementation process.  In each semi-

structured interview, the researcher sought to obtain relevant information regarding the 

implementation of the IESPP and common characteristics for success as well as unique 

features related to individual sites.   

Questions were asked about the strengths and weaknesses of the IESPP program, 

the implementation process, refinements needed, obstacles encountered and support 

received.  Copies of interview questions for the IESPP reading coordinator, principals 

and reading coaches are found in Appendix B.  From one interview to another, questions 

differed slightly based on the interviewees‟ position of responsibility in implementing 

and maintaining the IESPP.  School report cards available through the state department of 

education website also were examined for state performance criteria. 
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Data Gathering Procedures 

 Sources for data included tape recorded thirty to forty minute semi-structured 

interviews with the IESPP (intensive, explicit, structured, phonics-based program) 

reading coordinator, two site principals, and two reading coaches.  The principal from 

Site 1 and the reading coach from Site 2 were not available for interviews.  As the 

reading coordinator was familiar with all three sites, the reading coordinator‟s interview 

was used to provide descriptors of the IESPP‟s implementation at each site as well as site 

characteristics.  These observations were used in conjunction with information from 

principals and coaches as well as each school‟s state report card, available at the state 

department of education website.   

Consent was obtained from all seven potential participants at the end of the 2004-

2005 school year.  At that time, participants were provided with a copy of interview 

questions. The first interview with the IESPP reading coordinator occurred in the next 

month.  Six months after obtaining informed consent, interviews were conducted with 

two site principals and two reading coaches.   

Semi-structured interviews with participating district personnel were designed to 

obtain information on the general structure and functioning of the IESPP as well as to 

identify useful practices employed. To fulfill this purpose, the researcher sometimes 

asked additional questions related to content shared during the course of the interview.  A 

semi-structured interview was conducted with the IESPP reading coordinator, as well as a 

brief follow up at a later date.  Semi-structured interviews also were conducted with the 

two reading coaches and two principals representing the three sites.  These interviews 
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ranged in duration from 30 to 90 minutes. The interview with the IESPP Reading 

Coordinator required approximately 90 minutes. Interviews with reading coaches 

extended to 45 minutes each. Interviews with principals were approximately 30 minutes 

in length.   

Each semi-structured interview was tape recorded.  No notes were taken during 

the interviews to enhance careful listening.  The brief follow up meeting conducted with 

the reading coordinator was not tape recorded.  Taped interviews were not transcribed.  

Instead, detailed notes were taken from the tapes of the interviews by the researcher.  

Tapes of the interviews were reviewed a second time and compared to hard copies of 

notes as a check for accuracy in order to ensure all important details were included.  

Notes also were e-mailed to interviewees to be reviewed for accuracy.  Participants 

provided correction and, in some cases, clarification.  Corrections and clarifications were 

included in the final copy of notes and complete detailed notes were stored electronically 

on computer by individual interview. After receiving approval from interviewees as to 

accuracy, notes of interviews were reviewed and marginal notes made regarding further 

questions.  These questions led to a follow up conversation with the reading coordinator.  

This conversation was not taped, but field notes were kept of the conversation.   

Data Organization and Storage 

Data related to each interviewee were stored electronically in Word files.  

Additional field note information was stored in a PDA file.  Copies of school report cards 

were printed, organized by site and placed in file folders.  Later, data were reorganized 
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and integrated into a three additional electronic files for analysis by cluster: school site 

cluster, job position cluster, and responses cluster.   

School site cluster.  One file was organized by school site, along with holistic 

impressions of each school site for the purpose of identifying unique characteristics as 

well as common strengths.  The school report cards available at the state website were 

also reviewed.  Information was summarized and incorporated into site files.  

Job position cluster. The second electronic file was organized by job position: 

reading coordinator, principals, and reading coaches.  Organization of notes by job 

position was designed to enable identification of common perceptions, obstacles, and 

strengths from principals and reading coaches based on responsibilities in the IESPP.  

Responses cluster. The third file was organized by similarities in interview 

question responses to more easily enable identification of commonalities in response. 

Data Analysis 

 According to LeCompte (2000), “Collecting data and finding items involves 

taking things apart and identifying their constituent parts. Locating patterns involves 

reassembling them in ways that begin to resemble a coherent explanation or description 

of the program, event, or phenomenon under study,” (p. 150).  Locating patterns by 

reducing data to categories and themes is an essential step in analyzing interview data.  

Original transcript notes of interviews were reorganized first into three clusters: 

by school site, by interviewee job position, and by responses to questions. Each of the 

three new documents was reviewed and important ideas were highlighted.  Marginal 
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notes were made to help identity commonalities and differences.  Commonalities and 

differences were then highlighted and color coded by identified category.   

Position cluster.   Responses provided by principals and coaches were clustered 

together and arranged by question.  Answers to questions from each position were 

reviewed separately.  Common responses were highlighted. Themes emerging for 

principals included internal and external system supports.  Themes emerging for coaches 

included needed refinements for IESPP (intensive, explicit, structured, phonics-based 

program). 

Responses cluster.  Data were clustered by question rather than respondent.  

Common categories of thought were highlighted.  Themes emerging from this format 

dealt with obstacles to and successful strategies for implementing the IESPP.   

Site cluster.  For the file organized by site, data were clustered by site and 

included information from state report cards on each school.  Unique site characteristics 

were identified and highlighted.  Commonalities were also noted in margins.  School 

report cards were also referenced for general information regarding teacher experience, 

tenure, and general school performance as identified by state guidelines.    

Highlighted and color-coded categories across the three documents were used to 

create an initial summary organized by school site.  This summary was further scrutinized 

for additional categorical organization by site.  Categories were reviewed to determine 

connecting threads and patterns identified as themes or profiles (Seidman, 1998).  Levels 

of support and program characteristics were identified as consistent underlying themes.  

Profiles of each site generated additional themes: student achievement outcomes, 
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elements of success, receptivity of personnel, and involvement of administrators.  School 

site profiles also served to emphasize commonalities as well as unique site traits.   

Tables of relevant demographic data were also created by site including 

information regarding ethnicity, learning disability, English language learners, and 

English speaking homes.  Oral reading fluency pretest and posttest scores were compared 

by site for descriptive purposes.  A descriptive comparison of Retell fluency pretest and 

posttest scores by site also was made. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

The results of this study are presented in two phases.  Phase 1 presents the 

quantitative analysis of data including demographic data for students and sites, reading 

performance results, and change score results.  Phase 2 presents the qualitative analysis 

of characteristics of the reading program and descriptive information about Sites 1, 2,  

and 3.  

Phase 1: Quantitative Data 

Analysis of Quantitative Data 

Analysis of Demographic Data for Students and Sites 

Demographic data for all students.  Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for 

the 199 participants by ethnicity and gender.  As seen in Table 1, over half the students 

were male.  The majority of student participants were identified as “of Hispanic origin.”  

Only a small portion of the students were identified as American Indian, African 

American or Asian (n = 8).  The percentage of students identified as of “Hispanic origin” 

(84%, n = 168) or of “white non-Hispanic” origin (12%, n = 23) accounted for 96% of 

the 199 third grade student participants.  

Demographic data for students by group.  Table 2 presents descriptive statistics 

for gender, ethnicity, and home language of the 199 participants identified by group.  

Students who were English language learners (EL) without disabilities or English 

speakers (ES) without disabilities were approximately evenly distributed proportionally 

by gender with both groups having three more females than males.  This was not true for 
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the students identified with learning disabilities.  In both the English Speakers with 

learning disabilities (ESLD) group and English Learners with learning disabilities 

(ELLD) group, a larger number of males were identified.  All four groupings of students 

were identified as predominantly Hispanic.  Approximately two-thirds of the English 

speaking (ES) students were identified as speaking English in their home.  The remaining 

third of ES students were identified as speaking an alternate language in the home.  Two 

of the 13 ESLD students spoke a language other than English at home.  In contrast, the 

majority of English learners (EL) did not speak English at home.  All of the ELLD 

students spoke a language other than English at home. Approximately 60% of the 199 

participating third grade students spoke a language other than English in their home. 

Demographic data for students by site.  Based on the student data collected for 

this research study, a series of tables were created to present demographic statistics for 

each site.  Table 3 presents the number and percentage of participating students for each 

of the three selected school sites by ethnicity.  Approximately three-fourths of the 

students at Site 1 were Hispanic.  The majority of the remaining fourth were identified as 

white, non-Hispanic.  At Site 2, none of the participants were white, non-Hispanic and 

the majority of the students were Hispanic with a small number (n = 5) of other 

ethnicities (African American, Asian, and Indian) included in the school population.  

Four-fifths of the students at Site 3 were Hispanic.  Approximately one-fifth were white, 

non-Hispanic.  Only one student was of a different ethnicity.   

  Table 4 presents the number and percentage of participating students with 

learning disabilities for each selected school site.  Site 2 had the least number of students 
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identified with learning disabilities, less than 10% of the participating third grade 

population at that school.  Both Sites 1 and 3 identified 20% or more of their participating 

third graders as having learning disabilities.  According to the 25
th

 Annual Report to 

Congress (2003), the percentage of public school students receiving special education and 

related services in all categories amounted to 12.1%.  Students with learning disabilities 

would make up approximately 80% of this figure.  The percentage of students identified 

as LD at Sites 1 and 3 were well above the national average.  Students diagnosed with 

learning disabilities were not evenly distributed across the schools. 

Table 5 presents the number and percentage of participating students who were 

identified as English learners at each school site.  At Site 1, approximately one-third of 

the students were identified as English language learners.  At Site 2, half of the third 

grader student participants were considered English language learners.  At Site 3, over 

three-fifths of the third grade participants were identified as English language learners.  

English language learners were not evenly distributed across the schools. 

Table 6 presents the percentage of participating students with families speaking a 

language other than English in the home as well as those whose home language was 

English.  At Site 1, 59% of the students spoke English at home.  In contrast, at Site 2, 

69% of the students did not speak English at home.  At Site 3, over 60% of the students 

did not speak English at home.  In total for all three schools, only 40% of the participants 

spoke English at home. Tables 3 through 6 will be discussed further when individual site 

characteristics are explored in Phase 2. 
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Analysis of Reading Performance Data 

Pretest and posttest outcomes.  Table 7 presents “benchmark” observation data 

for Oral Reading Fluency (ORF).  Risk indicators are based on the recommendations of 

the DIBELS database (www.dibels.com) for pretest and posttest DIBELS benchmarks.  

At pretest, students whose scores fall below 53 words per minute are considered at-risk 

for reading failure and in need of intensive intervention.  At posttest, students reading 

below 80 words per minute are considered at-risk for reading failure.  At pretest, students 

reading less than 77 words per minute, but at least 53 words are considered to be at some-

risk for reading failure.  At posttest, students reading less than 110 words per minute, but 

at least 80 words would be considered at some-risk.  At pretest, students reading 77 

words or more are considered low-risk for reading failure.  At posttest, students should be 

reading 110 words or more per minute to be considered low-risk. 

As seen in Table 7, at pretest, 122 of the 199 participants were considered at-risk 

for reading failure, 41 students were considered at some-risk for reading failure and 36 

students were considered at low-risk for reading failure.  At posttest, 93 students were 

considered at-risk for reading failure, 61 students were considered at some-risk for 

reading failure, and 45 students were considered low-risk for reading failure at the ORF 

posttest. 

Group data. Figures 1, 2 and 3 present pretest (beginning of the school year) and 

posttest (end of the school year) student outcomes on the Oral Reading Fluency, Retell 

Fluency, and Word Usage Fluency measures for English speakers (ES), English speakers 

with learning disabilities (ESLD), English language learners (EL), and English language 

http://www.dibels.com/
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learners with learning disabilities (ELLD).  Tables 8, 9 and 10 present the actual group 

score means along with standard deviations for all three measures.  Figure 1 and Table 8 

present outcomes for each group on the Oral Reading Fluency measure.  Figure 2 and 

Table 9 present the outcomes for each group on the Retell Fluency measure.  Figure 3 

and Table 10 present the outcomes for each group on Word Usage Fluency.  In each 

figure, symbols with clear centers connected by dotted lines represent English language 

learners.  Solid symbols connected by solid lines represent English speakers.  Solid 

squares connected by a solid line represent English speakers with learning disabilities.  

Clear circles connected by a dotted line represent English learners with learning 

disabilities. 

Figure 1 presents pretest and posttest group means for the Oral Reading Fluency 

measure from Table 8.  The lines representing each of the four groups of students 

demonstrate an increase from pretest to posttest as shown by the positive incline of line 

slopes.  Comparative progress for English Speakers (ES) and English Learners (EL) over 

time appears to be similar as demonstrated by the parallel slopes of the two lines in the 

upper quadrants of the figure (hollow triangle and solid diamond).  The comparative 

progress for English Speakers with LD (ESLD) and English Learners with LD (ELLD) 

also is similar as represented graphically by the slopes of the lines which lie in the lower 

quadrants of the graph (solid square and hollow circle respectively).  The comparative 

progression of students with LD (solid and dotted lines in lower quadrants) and those 

without LD (solid and dotted lines in upper quadrant) are not similar.  The slopes of the 

lines representing LD students (lower quadrants) are flatter than the slopes of the lines 
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representing progress of students without LD (upper quadrants).  The gap in performance 

between the groups with learning disabilities and those without learning disabilities does 

not appear to be closing from pretest to posttest.   

In Table 8, observing horizontally across the columns, group progress can be 

seen.  Examining the group score means for ESLD and ELLD at pretest, these means 

almost doubled at posttest.  Had the ES group score mean doubled, the ES group would 

have achieved the 110 words per minute goal.  Individual student scores ranged from 0 to 

136 words per minute at pretest and 4 to 174 words per minute at posttest. 

Figure 2 presents pretest and posttest group means for the Retell Fluency measure 

from Table 9.  The slopes of the lines representing progress over time for each of the four 

groups incline upward, demonstrating an increase in skill from pretest to posttest.  The 

slopes of the lines representing the progress of English speakers with and without LD 

(solid diamond and square) appear to be parallel.  The incline of the dotted line ending in 

clear triangles (representing the EL students) appears to be slightly steeper than that of 

their ES counterparts.   However, the gap in performance between the two groups does 

not appear to be diminishing rapidly.  The dotted line with clear circles in the lower 

quadrants of the figure, representing ELLD students, is slightly flatter than that of the 

ESLD counterparts, indicating that the gap in performance between ELLD students and 

ESLD students is growing over time.  Reviewing Table 9 horizontally across columns, 

each group has increased their score mean by approximately 10 words at the posttest 

measure.  Individual student scores ranged from 0 to 78 words per minute at the pretest 

and 0 to 94 per minute by posttest.   
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 Figure 3 presents pretest and posttest group score means for the Word Usage 

Fluency measure from Table 10.  The line connecting the pretest and posttest score 

means for ESLD students (solid squares) and the clear triangles, representing EL 

students, present an upward trend in progress over time, but the ESLD appears to 

demonstrate larger gains as represented by the slope of the line.  Both the line connecting 

pretest and posttest score means for ES (diamonds) and ELLD (circles) appear to show a 

decline.  The lines representing ES and EL student progress are relatively flat and 

apparently stable.  Only the line representing ESLD students appears to demonstrate 

gains in slope.  Comparatively, the ELLD group demonstrated the greatest decline as 

represented by the downward slope of the line.  As presented horizontally across Table 

10, English speakers (ES) decline by one word from pretest to posttest score means.  

English language learners (EL) remain stable with no change over time.  Group score 

means for English language learners with learning disabilities (ELLD) decline by three 

words.  Only the English speakers with learning disabilities (ESLD) demonstrate gains, 

increasing by eight words.  The range in individual student scores spanned 0 to 79 per 

minute at pretest and 0 to 75 per minute at posttest. 

 Table 11 presents a comparison by percentage of Oral Reading Fluency (ORF) 

pretest and posttest data with Retell Fluency (RTF) by group.  The ratio from which the 

percentage was derived was determined by dividing the actual group mean for RTF by 

the group mean for ORF and then multiplying by 100.  According to the DIBELS 

manual, the ratio provides a “rule of thumb” guideline for indicating adequate progress in 
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reading comprehension.  Students‟ Retell Fluency scores should be approximately 50% 

of the Oral Reading Fluency score.   

Although group means from which percentages in Table 11 were derived are 

found in Tables 7 and 8, they are restated here for ease of access.  For the ES group at 

pretest, the corresponding RTF group mean of 26 was divided by the ORF pretest group 

mean of 56, yielding a comprehension estimate of .46.  For the ES group at posttest, the 

corresponding RTF group mean of 36 was divided by the ORF posttest group mean of 92, 

yielding a comprehension estimate of .39.  For the ESLD group at pretest, the 

corresponding RTF group mean of 10 was divided by the ORF pretest group mean of 21, 

yielding a comprehension estimate of .48.  For the ESLD group at posttest, the 

corresponding RTF group mean of 21 was divided by the ORF posttest group mean of 41, 

yielding a comprehension estimate of .51.  For the EL group at pretest, the corresponding 

RTF group mean of 19 was divided by the ORF pretest group mean of 48, yielding a 

comprehension estimate of .40.  For the EL group at posttest, the corresponding RTF 

group mean of 31 was divided by the ORF posttest group mean of 84, yielding a 

comprehension estimate of .37.  For the ELLD group at pretest, the corresponding RTF 

group mean of 9 was divided by the ORF pretest group mean of 20, yielding a 

comprehension estimate of .45.  For the ELLD group at posttest, the corresponding RTF 

group mean of 18 was divided by the ORF posttest group mean of 39, yielding a 

comprehension estimate of .46.  Pretest and posttest decimal outcomes for each group 

then were multiplied by 100 to produce percentages in Table 11.   
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Group percentages for pretest and posttest estimates of comprehension are listed 

in Table 11.  Examining the pretest column on Table 11, all student group percentages at 

pretest were below 50% with the EL group being the lowest.  Examining the posttest 

column in Table 11, student percentages remained below 50% with the exception of the 

ESLD group with 51%.  Examining the rows of Table 11, English speakers (ES) had 

declined by 7% at posttest.  English language learners (EL) declined by 3% and English 

language learners with learning disabilities (ELLD) increased by 1%.  The English 

speakers with learning disabilities (ESLD), however, raised their score to just above 50%.  

No group demonstrated performance below 25%.  Only the ESLD group percentage was 

above 50%.   

School site data. Tables 12, 13, 14, and 15 present descriptive statistics from 

pretest (beginning of school year) and posttest (end of the school year) on Oral Reading 

Fluency (ORF) for participating third grade students when grouped by school site. As 

seen in Table 12, Site 1 students had the highest mean score.  ORF pretest score means 

for third graders at Sites 2 and 3 were respectively 13 and 14 words per minute less than 

those of third graders at Site 1.  By the posttest, Site 3 students reduced the difference in 

group score means to eight words per minute.  Standard deviations for all three sites 

increased from pretest to posttest as did the range in performance scores. 

Table 13 presents the Retell Fluency (RTF) outcomes for participating third 

graders at the three participating sites.  All student group mean scores increased from 

pretest to posttest.  As seen in Table 13, on the RTF measure, participating students at 

Site 1 had the highest mean score at pretest with Sites 2 and 3 trailing by seven and four 
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words respectively.  At posttest, Sites 1 and 3 had the same mean score.  From pretest to 

posttest, the Site 1 group mean score increased by eight words, the Site 2 group mean 

score increased by 11 words and the Site 3 group mean score increased by 12 words.  

Compared to Site 1, Sites 2 and 3 students as groups made greater gains over time.  

Standard deviations were similar.  However, the range in student scores for Site 1 was 

larger than that of the other two sites, despite a smaller number of students.  The range in 

mean scores for students at Site 3 was smaller than that of the other two sites.   

Table 14 presents the Word Usage Fluency (WUF) outcomes for third graders at 

the three sites.  As seen in Table 14, at pretest, Site 1 students had the largest score mean 

at pretest, but also the broadest range of performance.  At posttest, little change was 

exhibited in these scores.  Site 1 students reduced their score mean by two words.  Sites 2 

and 3 each gained one word.  The range of scores and the standard deviation were 

reduced for Site 3.   

Table 15 presents posttest minus pretest differences in mean scores for each 

school site for Oral Reading Fluency (ORF), Retell Fluency (RTF), and Word Usage 

Fluency (WUF).  As seen in Table 15, Site 1 exhibited the smallest change over time on 

all three measures while Sites 2 and 3 demonstrated comparatively larger changes.  

Although relative performance across the sites is similar for RTF and WUF, Site 3 

consistently displayed the largest change scores, particularly on the ORF measure. 

Analysis of Change Score Differences for Groups 

Prior to conducting the analysis, data were screened in order to ensure 

assumptions of the repeated measures mixed ANOVA were met.  Oral Reading Fluency 
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groups were not homogeneous [Box’s M = 48.7, F(18, 9549) = 2.4, p = .001] and, 

therefore, did not meet the required ANOVA assumption.  Retell Fluency and Word 

Usage Fluency met the homogeneity of variance assumption according to Box‟s M  

[M = 28.4, F(18, 9549) = 1.423, p = .109 and M = 25.0, F(18, 9549) = 1.253, p = .209 

respectively].  However, questions were raised regarding the validity of these results. 

According to Stevens (1996), failure to meet significance in Box‟s M may be due to a 

lack of power rather than a proof of the homogeneity assumption.  In order to obtain 

sufficient power, Stevens recommended a ratio comparison of 1.5 to 1 (largest to smallest 

groups).  For the present study, the ratio comparison of the English language learners 

groups as compared to the English speakers groups was 18 to 13.  Sufficient power in a 

repeated group measure for samples of this size would require a group ratio of 20 to 13, 

thus making any ANOVA analyses suspect (Barcikowski & Robey, 1984).  Insufficient 

demographic data were available to justify continuance of the analyses based on the 

smaller samples as being representative of their respective populations for 

generalizability purposes.  Consequently, the ANOVA analyses were not performed. 

Instead, independent t tests were conducted.  Data outcomes were compiled using the 

entire data set. 

Oral reading fluency. Independent sample t tests were conducted to compare 

change scores (posttest minus pretest score differences) across groups.  Group 

comparisons included English speakers with learning disabilities to English learners with 

learning disabilities (ESLD to ELLD), English speakers with learning disabilities to 

English speakers (ESLD to ES), and English learners with learning disabilities to English 
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learners (ELLD to EL).  As shown in Table 16, ESLD students‟ change scores were 

significantly lower than the change scores for ES students (p < .0005).  Likewise, ELLD 

students‟ change scores were significantly lower than the change scores for EL students 

(p = .003).  The magnitude of the differences in the change scores was moderate to large. 

There was no significant statistical difference in change scores when comparing ESLD 

students‟ change scores to those of the ELLD students.   

Table 17 presents simple differences between English speakers (ES) group score 

means and English speakers with learning disabilities (ESLD) group score means in Oral 

Reading Fluency.  Looking vertically down the table, a difference in performance 

between the two groups can be seen.  At pretest, the ESLD group was 35 words behind 

the ES group in performance as represented by words per minute.  This difference in 

group performance not only continued to exist at posttest, but increased to 51 words per 

minute.  Looking horizontally across the table, the ES student group had gained 36 words 

per minute from pretest to posttest, whereas the ESLD group had gained 20 words per 

minute.  For Oral Reading Fluency, the gap in relative performance increased. 

Table 18 presents simple differences in English learners (EL) and English learners 

with learning disabilities (ELLD) group mean performance in Oral Reading Fluency.  

Reviewing the data presented vertically, a gap in oral reading performance as measured 

in words per minute is evident.  At pretest, the ELLD group mean differed from the EL 

group mean by 28 words.  At posttest, the difference had expanded to 45 words per 

minute.  Viewing the data horizontally, the EL group gained 36 words per minute while 

their learning disabled counterparts had acquired 19 additional words per minute. 
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Retell fluency. Independent sample t tests were conducted to compare change 

scores (posttest minus pretest score differences) across groups (ESLD to ELLD, ESLD to 

ES, ELLD to EL).  As seen in Table 19, no statistically significant differences were found 

among any of the comparison groups.  Tables 20 and 21 present differences in group 

means for ES and ESLD as well as EL and ELLD groups.  As seen in these tables, there 

was very little difference between group mean scores either in comparison to one another 

or from pretest to posttest.  In Table 20, looking at the table vertically, the differences 

between the ES group mean and the ESLD group mean from pretest to posttest was one 

point.  Examining the data table horizontally, the ES student group made a gain of 10 

words.  ESLD group made a gain of 11 words.  Individual student scores in the groups 

ranged from 0 to 94 words per minute.  In Table 21, vertically, the difference between the 

EL group and their ELLD counterparts was 10 words at pretest and 13 words at posttest.  

Individual student scores ranged from 0 to 71 words per minute.  Horizontally, the EL 

group gained 12 words from pretest to posttest. The ELLD group gained 9 words. 

Word usage fluency. Independent sample t tests were conducted to compare 

change scores (posttest minus pretest score differences) across groups (ESLD to ELLD, 

ESLD to ES, ELLD to EL).  As seen in Table 22, no statistically significant differences 

were found between any of the groups compared.  As previously presented in Table 10, 

little change was apparent in any of the group mean scores from pretest to posttest.  At 

the posttest „benchmark”, individual student scores across groups ranged from 0 to 75 

words per minute. 
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Summary of Group Change Score Findings by Measure 

Oral reading fluency.  Outcomes in comparative change from pretest to posttest 

for Oral Reading Fluency are summarized as follows:  (a) significant statistical 

differences between group score means were found between students with learning 

disabilities and students without learning disabilities, (b) differences in group 

performance had practical as well as statistical significance, and (c) no statistically 

significant differences were found between the two groups with learning disabilities. 

Retell fluency.  No statistical or practical significance in group differences were 

found.  For all groups, relatively small gains were made.  These small gains were not due 

to a ceiling effect.  Only the English learners with learning disabilities reached the 

recommended levels in reading comprehension.  However, due to relatively low gains 

and large error terms, this perceived differentiation could be an artifact of error. 

Word usage fluency.  The groups were not found to be statistically or practically 

different in their Word Usage Fluency gains from pretest to posttest.  Differences in the 

group means were small (14 words) and the error term was large.  Again, the small gains 

were not due to a ceiling effect.  Only the English speakers made gains.  However, 

questions remain regarding what this measure actually measures as well as how 

administration of the measure itself and student processing issues might influence 

outcomes.   
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Phase 2: Qualitative Analysis 

Analysis of Qualitative Data 

Description of Decisions to Adopt and Support the Reading Program 

Information was organized by site, as well as by job position and responses to 

questions, in order to enhance the opportunity to identify common themes. The job 

position and response clusters yielded information on general program characteristics as 

well as levels of available support services for the intensive, explicit, structured phonics-

based program (IESPP).  Profiles of each site generated additional themes: student 

achievement outcomes, elements of success, receptivity of personnel, and involvement of 

administrators.  School site profiles also served to emphasize commonalities and unique 

site traits.  Results of analysis are presented by identified themes. 

Decision to adopt IESPP.  According to interviewees, the decision to adopt the 

IESPP for the three schools was determined by the central office during the summer of 

2003.  State Reading First grant administrators chose the type of IESPP to be instituted.  

Site teaching staff did not review the program before implementation.  Teachers at each 

of the three sites were offered the opportunity to participate in the IESPP or to transfer to 

an alternate site.  All participating staff members were required to sign an affidavit 

pledging rigorous adherence to the curriculum without introduction of their own 

materials.   

State level supports. As described by the IESPP reading coordinator, Reading 

First provided monthly training for all reading coaches, principals, and the program 

reading coordinator.  This training provided opportunities for participants to hear directly 
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from respected researchers such as Dr. Joseph Torgesen, and focused primarily on 

intervention strategies for struggling students. The five core skills of reading (phonemic 

awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension) were emphasized 

consistently.  Several interviewees remarked positively on the amount of support 

available to local sites through the state.  The two principals interviewed reported they 

were on a first name basis with state office and field training personnel.  One principal 

also remarked that this kind of relationship was unusual.  When asked about specific 

supports related to second language learners, interviewees stated no trainings were 

provided by the state during the first year to address specific issues related to English 

language learners.  Reading coaches were responsible for training local site teachers in 

evidence-based techniques.   

IESPP professional development support.  In addition to Reading First supports, 

the IESPP (intensive, explicit, structured, phonics-based program) authors provided a 

secondary tier of support through professional development focusing on instructional 

delivery and implementation of core programming.  According to the IESPP reading 

coordinator, this support took the form of onsite training with supervision, modeling of 

techniques, and the provision of additional video training modules.  Targeting coaches 

and teachers, this layer of support reinforced understanding of the philosophical and 

research base on which the IESPP was founded.  In conjunction with the site principal, 

the school reading coach was responsible for identifying and arranging for extra video 

training on a request basis.   Two principals and both coaches mentioned they valued 

access to this secondary layer of support for their site.   
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District support. Additional support was provided through the district in the form 

of the IESPP reading coordinator.  The reading coordinator acted as an assessment 

coordinator and as the associate superintendent‟s representative on site.  According to the 

IESPP reading coordinator, this position was unique to this district and was not a 

requirement of the curriculum or the Reading First grant supervisors.  In addition, 

participating coaches and principals met once a month with a district assistant 

superintendent and the IESPP reading coordinator to review trends, share what was 

effective, and what was not. This monthly meeting also allowed the superintendent to 

equip principals and coaches to address anticipated challenges while suggesting strategies 

to ensure program fidelity and successful implementation. The district also provided 

ongoing professional development regarding English language learners to interested 

faculty, but these supports were not specific to the IESPP. 

According to school report cards provided by the state, all three of the selected 

schools were identified by the state as “underperforming.”  According to interviewees, 

the IESPP raised student scores at two schools, but only over a period of three years.  

These schools progressed from “underperforming” to “performance plus”.  The principals 

of these schools were heavily involved in all aspects of the program and had a close 

working relationship with their site reading coaches.  The coaches reported excellent 

working relationships with the teachers at their respective sites and were closely involved 

in supporting the instruction process.   
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Descriptive Information about School Site 1 

 Description of school site 1. This school was located in a relatively rural part of 

the city which was becoming urbanized. According to the school‟s website, the mission 

of the school was to provide “an educational learning community” committed to ensuring 

no student was left behind.  Traditionally, the school‟s student population had come from 

lower socio-economic backgrounds, but the local demographics were changing.  As one 

staff member remarked, the population was changing from “trailer park” families to 

“engineers.”  Several new single unit housing communities had been built near the school 

during the three years prior to the IESPP implementation.  According to several 

interviewees, this made for a dramatic cultural shift as parents became more actively 

involved and were willing to check internet sources on school performance.  These 

parents desired active involvement in their children‟s education.  School faculty members 

were learning to adjust.  Sources of information regarding this site included the School 

Report Card (as published by State Education Department), the school website, and 

interviews with the site reading coach and IESPP reading coordinator. 

Student enrollment was 561 during the 2003-2004 school year. Eighteen teachers 

had nine years or less teaching experience.  The remaining eighteen teachers had taught 

for ten or more years.  Eight teachers held a master‟s degree.  As seen earlier in Table 3, 

76% of the participating students at Site 1 were Hispanic.  Approximately 20% of the 

remaining participating students were white, non-Hispanic.  Tables 4 and 5 show 20% of 

the participating third graders at this school were diagnosed as LD and almost one-third 



     112 

of the participating students consisted of English language learners.   Almost 60% of this 

site‟s participating sample came from English speaking homes. 

Student achievement outcomes. The IESPP was implemented in all kindergarten 

through third grade classrooms.  According to the school‟s report card published by the 

state, Site 1 was an “underperforming” school for the two years prior to the 

implementation of the IESPP.  After the 2003-2004 school year, Site 1 was designated a 

“failing” school and was taken over by the state in the fall of 2005.  The district reading 

coordinator stated this classification was based on the performance of the fifth grade 

students who were not participating in the IESPP.  The year after the state takeover, the 

school became a “performing” school and then a “performing plus” school.   

Elements of success. During the first year of the program, the site reading coach 

stated teachers would have benefited from understanding more about “why” the IESPP 

was being implemented and the research behind it.  Confusion also existed regarding 

differentiation in requirements for Reading First and the IESPP curriculum.  The school 

experienced a high turnover of teachers throughout the first three years as further changes 

were initiated based on the state takeover.   

Receptivity of personnel.  According to interviewees, this school‟s faculty had 

been teaching at this site for many years.  Prior to the IESPP, teachers were able to “do 

their own thing” in the classroom.  Most teachers had been trained in and were using 

whole language methodology.  Initial “buy-in” to the IESPP program by teachers was 

extremely low.  Because the IESPP adoption process happened so quickly, teachers 

committed to teaching the program based on limited information.  As the year 
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progressed, some teachers found the philosophical tenets of the IESPP to be in direct 

opposition to their own views on effective reading instruction. Teachers were required to 

follow scripts closely and were not allowed to use their own preferred materials. 

Teaching the IESPP required major restructuring of teachers‟ classrooms, particularly in 

the areas of monitoring class progress, pacing of materials, and accountability. Some 

teachers did not want to make the extra effort required. 

According to the reading coordinator, teachers at Site 1 focused on restrictions 

involved, perceiving the IESPP script as violating their right to teach in a manner they 

perceived best based on their professional judgment. During the second year, teachers 

from this school approached the district school board with their discontent.  This latter 

action resulted in the removal of the assistant superintendent overseeing the 

implementation of the IESPP.  However, about that same time, the state took over the 

school.  The IESPP program remained under state supervision.  According to the Reading 

Coordinator and the site reading coach, a large number of teachers departed at that time. 

Involvement of administrators.  Both the principal and the coach attended all 

required meetings.  However, according to the reading coordinator, not all of the site 

based trainings were implemented because of teacher opposition.  The IESPP curriculum 

authors from outside the district were aware trainings were incomplete, but unable to 

intervene.  The state evaluated the program based on results rather than fidelity to the 

IESPP curriculum.  The principal did not push teachers to implement the program. At the 

end of the second year because of failing school status and state takeover, a new principal 

was installed under the direction of the state.  All but ten teachers were replaced requiring 
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training in IESPP for new recruits.  At that point, the school came under the direct 

supervision of the state rather than the district and, reportedly, had little contact with 

other district schools.   

Required new teacher training was completed.  The coach ensured the program 

was implemented in the classrooms.  This was possible because teachers‟ jobs were tied 

to following IESPP model based on state intervention.  The state also brought in 

evaluators intermittently to check on teacher progress.  The site reading coach stated one-

to-one support activities (reviewing an observed lesson or brainstorming ideas with a 

teacher) proved most effective in bringing about change in teachers‟ instructional 

practices.   

Descriptive Information about School Site 2 

 Description of school site 2. The second school was centrally located in the 

district.  The school‟s stated mission was to prepare students for the future.  The mission 

statement also expressed a desire to partner with parents and the community to design an 

environment enhancing motivation and teaching while encouraging all students to attain 

the highest levels of academics as lifelong learners.  The school had 638 students.  

Fifteen of the teachers had nine or less years of experience.  Thirteen teachers had ten or 

more years in the field.  Five held master‟s degrees.  As seen in Table 2, the participating 

third grade students at this site included no white students and had the lowest proportion 

of LD students.  This school also included the highest percentage of students coming 

from homes in which English was not the primary language, almost 70%.  Fifty percent 

of the students were identified as English language learners.  Sources for information in 
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this segment included the School Report Card (as published by State Education 

Department), the school website, and interviews with the principal and the IESPP reading 

coordinator.  The site reading coach was unavailable at the time of the interviews. 

Student achievement outcomes.   According to school report cards provided on the 

state website, before the installation of the IESPP, this school had been considered 

“underperforming” under state criteria for two consecutive years.  During the years of 

IESPP implementation, the school progressed from “underperforming” to “performing 

plus” under state guidelines. By the third year, according to the principal, the school had 

made some of the gains in student performance for which they had hoped.  As time 

passed, teachers saw students were beginning to read.  By the end of the third year, the 

librarian reported that more books had been checked out during the third year of the 

IESPP than during any of the previous nine years of this principal‟s tenure at this site.   

Elements of success. Teachers involved in the IESPP during the first year were 

predominantly veterans of the teaching profession, experienced in the Whole Language 

Approach.  These teachers were particularly important assets because of their 

considerable experience with English language learners.  This school site consistently 

experienced an influx of new students with no English experience, needing English 

language intervention.   

Receptivity of personnel. This school had a history of extensive bilingual and 

whole language educational practice.  Philosophically, the teachers were not receptive to 

change as the majority were trained in Whole Language and believed in that approach to 

literacy.  Teachers changed from teaching in isolation to teaching toward the same goal 
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with lessons and pacing aligning across classrooms.  According to the district reading 

coordinator, the special education teacher separated herself from the IESPP curriculum, 

choosing to use her own preferred techniques and curriculum, apparently because she did 

not believe in the efficacy of the IESPP methodology.   

 Involvement of administrators.  During the 2003-2004 school year, the coach and 

the principal continuously interjected current research into staff discussions.  They 

emphasized the fact that former instructional strategies were not producing the results 

sought.  The principal was highly involved in all aspects of the IESPP training, attending 

all meetings and in constant communication with state Reading First grant personnel.  

The principal ensured teachers received the training needed to implement the IESPP 

appropriately. 

Descriptive Information about School Site 3  

Description of school site 3. The third school had been open for six years at the 

time of initial implementation of the IESPP.  At the time of the interview, the principal 

had been at the school as principal for five years, including three with the IESPP.  

Geographically, this school was located in an impoverished section of the city and in a 

somewhat secluded and rather rural area.  The stated mission of the school was to work 

with the community to provide a safe and positive environment while preparing and 

educating children for academic success.  During the 2003-2004 school year, student 

enrollment was 576.  As seen in Table 3, 81% of the participating third grade population 

was Hispanic. Students identified as white, non-Hispanic represented 18%.  As seen in 

Tables 4 and 5, over 20% of the participating sample were diagnosed LD while over 60% 
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were identified as English language learners.  Sixty-four percent of the students spoke a 

language other than English at home.  Sources of information regarding this site included 

the School Report Card (as published by State Education Department) and interviews 

with the principal, the site reading coach, and the IESPP reading coordinator. 

During the 2003-2004 school year, the school had 28 teachers on staff who had 

taught nine years or less.  Eleven had taught ten or more years, but only four of these 

veterans remained the second year.  Eighteen of the 39 teachers held master‟s degrees.  

Students in this school were from low socio-economic backgrounds with a high 

percentage of English language learners.  According to the reading coach, few students 

spent time watching TV or had experiences outside their own neighborhood.   

 Student achievement outcomes. This school had received a label from the state as 

being “underperforming” during the two years prior to implementation of the IESPP. 

Continuing with an “underperforming” evaluation for three consecutive years would 

result in the state taking over the school.  After examining the data from previous school 

years, school faculty members were dissatisfied with what had been accomplished.  The 

teaching staff realized the reading performance data of the school did not support their 

prior methodologies, the bulk of which were based in Whole Language.  After the first 

year of implementation of the IESPP, the school received a designation of “performing” 

from the state.  At the end of the second year, the school became a “performing plus” 

school. 

Elements of IESPP success. During the first year, teachers were required to follow 

a script, instructed not to deviate from the core curriculum, and focused on fidelity to the 
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program.  All students participated in the interventions as 80% to 90% of the students 

qualified as “at-risk” at almost every grade level.  The first year was difficult as school 

faculty needed to find time and people to provide additional intervention help.  This need 

for assistance helped to pull the whole school together to work as a team.  By the third 

year, teachers were saying the IESPP was making a difference; more students were 

prepared for the material presented at successive grade levels. The principal and the 

school coach worked closely on all aspects of across grade implementation.  Teachers 

also became skilled at analyzing data in order to tailor instruction for students.  By the 

third year, students in this school were performing above the state average at every grade 

level. 

The school principal and coach reported the most important elements of the 

program were (a) consistency in delivery of instruction and (b) breaking learning into 

parts while drawing attention to the whole.   The coach stated that “explicit, consistent, 

and systematic instruction helped struggling readers tremendously.”  The presence of the 

IESPP also narrowed the focus to teaching students who were struggling to learn to read 

even with the support of interventions. With data, interviewees stated that teachers were 

able to make needed changes.  

 Receptivity of personnel. The majority of the teachers on this faculty had taught 

for less than ten years, but a large number of teachers held master‟s degrees.  The 

principal and coach stated that before the implementation of the IESPP many of their 

students did not have the skills to be successful readers.  Although all the teachers were 

committed to implementing the IESPP, some did not believe it would be effective.  
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Across the school, teachers saw 90% of their students on track by the end of the first 

school year as reported by the school reading coach.  When the teaching faculty saw 

these changes in their own students, many became strong supporters of the IESPP.  

Seeing students begin to succeed was reported as essential to teacher moral and continued 

commitment to the IESPP because teaching had become very hard work and the students 

were so far behind.  According to site personnel, not all of the teachers wished to work 

that hard. However, many teachers were receptive to instructional enhancement.  These 

teachers sought additional help in curriculum implementation, but they needed continual 

encouragement. The principal indicated school personnel were highly supportive of the 

IESPP with a large number committed to providing intervention help for struggling 

readers. 

 Involvement of administrators.  The site coach and school principal knew the 

IESPP would be difficult to implement.  From the beginning, these two individuals 

worked closely with one another.  As a team, they focused on presenting what the 

research said about effective reading instruction and the strategies supporting learning.   

District and site personnel attributed increased student progress to this type of close 

communication and supportive structure.   

While waiting for local student data demonstrating change, these school leaders 

described themselves as “cheerleaders,” reassuring teachers that the IESPP was working 

and asking faculty what student performance changes they noticed in their classrooms.   

This emphasis on noticing changes in students caused teachers to begin to informally 

note differences between current year and pre-IESPP performance.  Within the first few 
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months, kindergarten teachers remarked that they had not realized their kindergarteners 

were able to learn some of the tasks students were now required to perform.  Prior to 

implementing the IESPP, teachers had assumed children could not perform these tasks 

and, therefore, had not presented students with the opportunity.   
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Historical Background 

Move to Evidence-Based Instruction Models 

In the last forty years educators have witnessed an enormous increase in the 

amount of information available regarding the science of learning to read.  Unlike the 

acquisition of a new language and counter to popular theories of reading instruction, 

reading researchers have determined the skill of reading must be explicitly taught to some 

individuals (Foorman et al., 2003; Liberman, 1999; Moats, 1999).  According to some 

researchers, if the proper instructional strategies are used and intervention provided at an 

early age, at-risk readers will read (Torgesen, 2004; Vellutino et al., 2004).  The most 

effective of the evidence-based methods are embodied in the intensive, explicit, 

structured, phonics-based instruction programs (IESPP).  Research into reading 

intervention for at-risk readers has not yet identified all the conditions needed to enable 

all children to acquire adequate word reading skills in the early years of elementary 

school.  However, researchers indicate the number of struggling readers could be reduced 

to at least six percent of the total population, and possibly even less, with the application 

of appropriate layers of intervention (Torgesen, 2004).   

The National Research Council (Snow et al., 1998) and the National Reading 

Panel (2000) composed research summaries regarding potential student reading skill 

increases due to appropriate intervention.  These reports led Congress to enact the No 

Child Left Behind Act (2001) and mandate IESPP type models (Intensive, Explicit, 
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Structured, Phonics-based Program).  Based on the aforementioned body of research 

evidence, the reading growth of most students with learning disabilities should increase 

with the use of an IESPP.  However, the research on which the IESPP strategies were 

based included few intervention studies involving students learning to read English as a 

second language (Avolos, 2003).  English language learners were excluded from these 

studies in order to prevent diffusion in outcomes for students with specific learning 

disabilities. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to compare the reading fluency progress of third 

grade students with and without learning disabilities. All third grade students in three 

schools were participating in an intensive, explicit, structured, phonics-based reading 

program (IESPP).  Because many of the students with learning disabilities also were 

English language learners, progress between English speakers and learners within the 

IESPP instructional setting was explored.  The study was conducted in two phases.  Phase 

1 focused on the quantitative data related to student groupings.  Phase 2 explored 

qualitative data related to specific school sites and characteristics contributing to or 

detracting from the process of teaching reading.  

Phase 1: Research Questions 

Phase 1 was designed to investigate comparative differences in group change 

scores for reading fluency between groups of participating third grade students on three 

specific measures of reading fluency from pretest to posttest.  All students were 

participating in an intensive, explicit, structured, phonics-based program (IESPP).   
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The research questions asked whether or not differences existed in group change 

scores on the measures of reading fluency between the following groups: (a) English 

speakers to English speakers with learning disabilities, (b) English learners to English 

learners with learning disabilities, and (c) English speakers with learning disabilities to 

English learners with learning disabilities. 

Phase 2: Research Questions 

Phase 2 of the study was designed to identify site characteristics of the three 

participating schools.  Study questions targeted characteristics contributing to successful 

program implementation of the IESPP model as well as challenges, instructional 

additions, and unique site features.  Data were primarily of a qualitative nature, based on 

interviews of district and site personnel.   

Method 

Organization of Study 

Phase 1 

This study was conducted in two phases.  Phase 1 dealt with quantitative data 

provided by the district.  These data described the third grade participants across the three 

schools and targeted fluency outcomes by group.  Data from all third grade students 

attending the three schools participating in the IESPP during the 2003-2004 school year 

were included in the original data set (n=312).  After screening, 199 participants met the 

qualifiers which included: (a) data for all three benchmarks (beginning, middle, and end) 

on each of the three measures, and (b) the presence of either no identified disability or a 

learning disability.  Based on demographic information provided by the district, students 
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were then divided into four groups:  English speakers without disabilities (ES; n = 89), 

English speakers with learning disabilities (ESLD; n = 13), English language learners 

without disabilities (EL; n = 79), and English language learners with learning disabilities 

(ELLD; n = 18).  The three DIBELS (Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills) 

measures used to track reading fluency included: Oral Reading Fluency, Retell Fluency, 

and Word Use Fluency.  All three measures of fluency were counted and recorded in 

number of words per minute.  

Comparisons were conducted using all 199 participants from the data set.  The 

first and third benchmark scores were used as pretest and posttest scores.  For each 

individual, pretest scores were subtracted from posttest scores.  The new scores derived 

were labeled change scores.  Change score means were then calculated for each of the 

four groups: English Speakers (ES), English Speakers with Learning Disabilities (ESLD), 

English Learners (EL), and English Learners with Learning Disabilities (ELLD).  Group 

change score means were used for three cross group comparisons made with independent 

t tests: ES to ESLD, EL to ELLD, and ESLD to ELLD.  Group comparisons were made 

for each of the three separate measures of fluency: Oral Reading Fluency (ORF), Retell 

Fluency (RTF), and Word Usage Fluency (WUF).   

Phase 2 

Phase 2 of the study reviewed qualitative data augmented by descriptive data 

about the third grade student participants.  Qualitative data consisted of semi-structured 

interviews with district IESPP administrative personnel: the district reading coordinator, 

two site principals, and two site reading coaches.  These data were intended to describe 
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the schools sites and the third grade sample in recognizable terms so generalization of 

outcomes would be limited to similar populations and settings.  Interview data were 

analyzed by identifying similar responses, position of responsibility, and school site.  

Common themes and issues encountered across and within schools were identified and 

summarized.  Additional data were collected from state report cards and school websites. 

Discussion of Research Findings and Results 

Phase 1:  Quantitative Group Comparisons 

 Based on the literature, the desired outcome for students with learning disabilities 

participating in an IESPP (intensive, explicit, structured phonics-based program) would 

be to find reading skills increasing through explicit, intensive intervention (Torgesen, 

2004).  General education students would continue to make progress at the same time.  

Intensive intervention provided through an intensive, explicit, structured phonics-based 

program should enable students with learning disabilities to begin to close the 

performance gap between themselves and their non-disabled peers (Foorman et al., 2003; 

Scanlon et al. 2000; Shaywitz, 2003; Torgesen., 2004).  However, this prediction in 

change for the relative performance of students with learning disabilities was based on 

the assumption that students without learning disabilities would not receive the same 

level of intervention.  This was not the case in this study because almost all participating 

students were considered to be at-risk for reading failure.  All four groups of students in 

this study made gains while participating in the IESPP.  However, during this first year of 

instruction in the IESPP, the projected increase in comparative reading skill by students 

with learning disabilities did not occur.   
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Question 1: Do differences exist in group change scores (posttest minus pretest score 

differences) between English speakers with and without learning disabilities for each of 

the three fluency measures (Oral Reading Fluency, Retell Fluency, and Word Usage 

Fluency)?   

The independent  t test analyses of Oral Reading Fluency yielded statistically 

significant differences when group change score means for English speakers without 

disabilities (ES) were compared with the group change score means for English speakers 

with learning disabilities (ESLD) (p <.0005).  The magnitude of the differences in the 

change scores was moderate (η
2
= .10).  The rate of progress for English speakers with 

disabilities was significantly different as compared to their peers without disabilities.  

The ESLD group did not make the same type of gains as their non-disabled peers.  

Instead, the gap in relative oral reading fluency skill between the two groups increased.   

This disparity in oral reading fluency skills between students with and without 

disabilities has practical as well as statistical significance.  Simple differences between 

group means were presented earlier in Table 17.  At pretest, the ES group read at a rate of 

approximately 35 more words per minute than their learning disabled peers.  By the end 

of the year, the ES group was reading 51 words per minute more than the ESLD group.  

However, in this instance, at least some of the increasing distance in relative performance 

between ES and ESLD students may have been due to a diffusion of results.  Almost all 

students received the same level of intervention. Along with data from the pretest which 

indicated a large number of students were at-risk for reading failure, the reading coach, 

and principal at Site 3 indicated between 80% and 90% of the students at their site 



     127 

received extra intervention support, regardless of whether or not the student had a 

diagnosed specific learning disability.  Since only 20% of the given student sample at 

Site 3 were considered learning disabled, this meant 60% to 70% of the non-disabled 

participating third graders received intensive intervention.  Consequently, the relative 

outcomes presented in this study might have differed if only students with reading 

disabilities received the extra supportive help.  Without a control group, it is impossible 

to know how student progress would compare to that of a similar group of students in 

another instructional system.  

For Retell Fluency and Word Usage Fluency, no significant differences were 

found in independent t test comparisons of ES and ESLD group change score means.  

The English speakers with learning disabilities did not differ significantly from their non-

disabled peers in the progress made from pretest to posttest for both measures.  However, 

when examining the ES group means for Retell Fluency as seen in Table 20, the increase 

from pretest (M = 26, SD = 15.8) to posttest (M = 36, SD = 18.3) was only 10 words.  For 

the ESLD means, the increase from pretest (M = 10, SD = 8.9) to posttest (M = 21, SD = 

9.0) was 11 words.  Therefore, the progress of the ESLD group was not significantly or 

practically different from that of their non-disabled peers because not many words were 

gained by either group.  Considering the range in possible scores demonstrated by 

individuals (0 to 94 words per minute), this lack of progress was not due to a ceiling 

effect.  For these particular groups of third grade students, Retell Fluency skills were not 

developing at a rapid rate.  As Retell Fluency is considered to be a function of 
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comprehension, the implication is that students were pronouncing words without 

comprehending the meaning of what was being read.   

The informal comprehension measure or “rule of thumb” (recommended in the 

DIBELS manual) involving a ratio of Retell Fluency to Oral Reading Fluency indicated 

the ESLD students had a slightly higher level of comprehension (48%) when compared to 

the ES group (46%).  By the posttest, as seen in Table 11, the ESLD group was the only 

group to rise above the requisite 50% mark. This informal cross-check indicated students 

were not doing as well with comprehension as would be anticipated.  However, these 

indices may have been impacted by error as changes were small and error terms were 

large.  Based on Retell Fluency scores, third grade participants‟ understanding of the 

reading passages was suspect.  At posttest, the ratio for the ES group dropped to 39%.   

Although meeting the 50% criteria, the ESLD group was only reading 41 words per 

minute at the time of the posttest. Third grade students at the end of the year should have 

been reading 110 words per minute according to DIBELS national benchmarks. 

For Word Usage Fluency, no significant differences were discovered in a t test 

comparison of ES and ESLD group change score means.  As seen earlier in Table 22, 

little change was observed over time within or between groups from pretest to posttest.  

This measure has not been tied to any of the five core skills in reading (phonemic 

awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension).  Small differences in 

group means from pretest to posttest indicate little changed over time in the practical 

sense (see Table 10).  The ES group mean decreased by one word.  The ESLD group 
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mean increased by seven words.  The apparent low level of increase in skill was not due 

to a ceiling effect as individual scores ranged from 0 to 79. 

Question 2: Do differences exist in group change scores (posttest minus pretest score 

differences) between English language learners with and without learning disabilities for 

each of the three fluency measures (Oral Reading Fluency, Retell Fluency, and Word 

Usage Fluency)? 

Findings for the English language learners (EL) and English language learners 

with disabilities (ELLD) groups were similar to those found for the English speakers with 

and without learning disabilities groups.  On the Oral Reading Fluency measure, a 

significant difference (p =.003) was found for the group change score means of English 

learners without disabilities (EL) when compared to those of English learners with 

learning disabilities (ELLD).  The magnitude of the difference in the change scores was 

large (η
2
= .16).  The EL group experienced a greater degree of change over time when 

compared to the ELLD group. As with English speakers with learning disabilities 

(ESLD), English language learners with disabilities (ELLD) did not make enough 

progress during the school year to close the gap between their group performance and 

that of their non-disabled English learning peers.  Instead, the gap in oral fluency skills 

grew larger over time despite extra supportive intervention provided in the inclusive 

setting.  Findings may have been diffused based on the provision of intervention support 

to a majority of the students. 

 In comparing group change scores in Retell Fluency and Word Usage Fluency 

through independent t tests, no significant differences were found.  English Learners (EL) 
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and English learners with LD (ELLD) made similar progress over time for both 

measures.  Evidence of practical significance also was absent.  In reviewing simple group 

means for Retell Fluency, a difference of 10 words was apparent at pretest between the 

EL and the ELLD groups (See Table 9).  At posttest, the difference between the two 

group means had grown to 13 words.  In Word Usage (Table 10), the EL group means 

were relatively stable from pretest (M = 28, SD = 16.0) to posttest (M = 28, SD = 14.2), 

while the ELLD group mean at pretest (M = 29, SD = 13.7) decreased by three words at 

posttest.  This decrease could be an artifact of measurement error in pretest and posttest 

group score means as the actual number of words per minute was small and the error term 

large (SD = 13.7), although stable over time.    

Question 3: Do differences exist in group change scores (posttest minus pretest score 

differences) between English speakers with learning disabilities and English language 

learners with learning disabilities for each of the three fluency measures (Oral Reading 

Fluency, Retell Fluency, and Word Usage Fluency)? 

In comparing change scores, English speakers with learning disabilities (ESLD) 

and English learners with learning disabilities (ELLD) were not found to differ 

significantly in the type of progress made from pretest to posttest on any of the three 

measures.  This indicates that the ESLD students and the ELLD students responded to the 

IESPP intervention in similar ways.  Language did not appear to be a major factor 

influencing the acquisition of word reading skill as measured by Oral Reading Fluency, 

Retell Fluency, and Word Usage Fluency.   
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In reviewing simple mean differences, little disparity existed between the ESLD 

and ELLD group means on any measure at pretest or posttest, indicating a lack of 

practical significance as well as statistical significance.  For Oral Reading Fluency and 

Retell Fluency, the means for the ESLD group were consistently higher, although the 

difference between means was small.  At pretest for Oral Reading Fluency, the ESLD 

group (M = 21, SD =14.8) and the ELLD group (M = 20, SD = 18.9) means differed by 

one word.  At posttest for Oral Reading Fluency, the ESLD (M = 41, SD = 24.1) and 

ELLD (M = 49, SD = 31.5) group means differed by two words.  At pretest for Retell 

Fluency, the ESLD (M = 10, SD = 8.9) and ELLD (M = 9, SD = 10.1) group means 

differed by one word.  At posttest for Retell Fluency, the ESLD (M = 21, SD = 9) and 

ELLD (M = 18, SD = 15.5) group means differed by three words.   

Unlike the group means for Oral Reading Fluency and Retell Fluency, the ELLD 

group score mean (M = 29, SD = 13.7) at pretest for Word Usage Fluency was higher 

than that of the ESLD group (M = 28, SD = 16.1), but only by one word.  However, as a 

group, the ESLD students performed better over time than their ELLD peers.  Posttest 

group means for Word Usage Fluency found the ESLD group (M =35, SD = 13.9) in 

advance of their ELLD peers (M = 26, SD = 13.7) by nine words.  On all three measures 

at posttest, the ESLD group score means were marginally larger than those of the ELLD 

group.  However, because of the low number of students with learning disabilities and the 

large standard deviations, these scores should be interpreted with caution.  
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Summary of Phase 1 Outcomes 

 All student groups made gains in oral reading fluency.  However, third graders 

with disabilities continued to differ significantly from their non-disabled peers in oral 

reading fluency after a year of participation in an IESPP (Intensive, Explicit, Structured 

Phonics-based Program).  The gap in relative performance between students with and 

without disabilities did not close.  Instead, the disparity in reading skills between groups 

increased over time.  Relative performance differences between English speakers with 

learning disabilities and English learners with learning disabilities were insignificant.  

Learning English as a second language did not appear to be a factor impacting relative 

performance.  

Phase 2: Site Comparisons 

The first question to be addressed in Phase 2 dealt with site program 

characteristics contributing to success.  Based on information provided through 

interviews, school websites, and state report cards, the following commonalities appeared 

to influence the success of IESPP implementation at the three school sites: (a) support 

from outside sources, (b) teacher‟s commitment to implementing the curriculum 

appropriately, (c) leadership by site personnel implementing the IESPP, and (d) the 

common language and vocabulary fostered by the core curriculum.  The core curriculum 

helped facilitate dialogue between teachers and created a common, accepted knowledge 

base in literacy. 
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Question 1: What program characteristics contributed to success? 

Support.  Personnel at Sites 2 and 3 considered the provision of support from 

outside sources (district and state) to be a critical factor in their successful 

implementation of the IESPP (Intensive Explicit Structured Phonics-based Program).  

The reading coach at Site 1 felt that understanding “why” the IESPP needed to be 

implemented would have helped facilitate success more quickly during the first year.  

This lack of understanding may have existed because the site did not require teachers to 

participate in additional trainings during the first year.  However, whether requiring the 

additional training reinforcement would have alleviated or exacerbated teacher resistance 

to the program is largely conjecture.  Personnel at Sites 2 and 3 expressed particular 

gratitude for state level supports.  Personnel at both sites commented on the unusual 

degree of support available and the accessibility of state personnel managing the Reading 

First grant.  State and program support structures equipped the coaches and principals 

with research. This additional support provided principals and coaches with the tools to 

encourage their faculty teams during the first year of the process when success was less 

apparent.   

Teacher “buy-in”.  Personnel at Sites 2 and 3 mentioned the supportive attitude of 

most of their faculty during the process of implementation.  As the at-risk nature of the 

majority of students‟ reading skills became apparent, this supportive attitude was vital as 

requisite interventions required teachers to spend extra time providing services to 

students at an unprecedented level.  In addition, other school support staff members, 

normally not included directly in instruction, helped provide these extended support 
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services to students.  The faculty and staff provided this extra time with few complaints.  

Interviewees at Sites 2 and 3 commented on the underlying ethical imperative of “doing 

what was best for students,” regardless of personal inconvenience.  Teachers wanted their 

students to read well and were willing to implement the necessary changes to 

accommodate student success.  According to the literature, an underlying moral 

imperative is a critical factor in successful change (Fulan, 1993).  These teachers viewed 

student success as an important reason for enduring the inconvenience of change. 

Site leadership.  Another important factor in successful implementation was 

leadership in the form of active support (Kotter, 1996).  Fulan (1993, 2001) stated that 

short-term “wins” and the reinforcement of ethical imperatives lie behind successful 

change.  The team at Site 3 (principal and reading coach) exemplified this factor.  Prior to 

the IESPP implementation, the principal at Site 3 involved the faculty in evaluating the 

Whole Language approach which had been in use and then in acknowledging the need for 

change.  After examining past test outcomes, the teachers at Site 3 knew a change was 

needed or a state takeover was imminent.   At that time, the faculty did not know what 

type of change was needed.  When the IESPP was presented, teachers were uncertain as 

to whether students would achieve higher outcomes in reading, but were willing to try the 

program. 

The principal was actively involved in the implementation process.  The principal 

recruited the reading coach from among site teachers.  Both the principal and the reading 

coach, as the site leadership team, were involved in all trainings.  As the site leadership 

team, the principal and coach met on a regular basis to analyze teacher needs and ways in 



     135 

which support should be provided.  Both the principal and the coach mentioned close 

collaboration as a team as a key component in the successful implementation of the 

IESPP. The principal and reading coach also were involved in openly acknowledging the 

“short-term wins” the teachers were achieving.   The leadership team acted as 

“cheerleaders” during the implementation process to encourage teachers to continue 

during the time when evidence in the form of hard data was not readily available.  During 

the early stages of the IESPP implementation, the principal and coach reported they drew 

extensively on the research data and information shared with them by external state and 

IESPP curriculum supports.  The principal and coach continually reminded their teaching 

staff of the mission imperative of student success: sacrifices were necessary for students‟ 

benefit.  Teachers gradually became enthusiastic supporters of the IESPP, but this 

outcome required time.   

Common language for dialogue.  At the outset teachers found the use of a core 

curriculum annoying because of changes in terminology and practice.  Several principals 

and site coaches mentioned the use of a core curriculum as an unexpected key factor in 

successful implementation.  The principals at Sites 2 and 3, as well as the reading coach 

at Site 3, commented on the unexpected benefits of a common core curriculum and the 

united understanding built among faculty regarding reading needs.  These professionals 

also remarked on the benefits of a “common language” and understanding for lessons at 

each grade level as well as across grades.  Although the district decided not to continue 

with the IESPP, both Sites 2 and 3 principals stated that the implementation had instilled 

the concept of a core curriculum with a common language and understanding of reading.  
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Site interviewees said that having experienced the benefits the IESPP, they felt teachers 

had been provided tools for evaluation as well as strategies which could be used with any 

future curriculum implemented. 

Question 2: What program characteristics presented challenges to school sites? 

Each of the three sites faced unique challenges, but a large number of obstacles 

were common.  The obstacles encountered included:  (a) structural changes, (b) progress 

monitoring and the corresponding need for data interpretation, (c) extra time and 

personnel requirements in order to implement interventions, (d) gaps in students‟ cultural 

literacy, (e) large numbers of English language learners, and (f) philosophic conflicts 

regarding the nature of reading.  Teachers‟ responses to these challenges to their reading 

instruction and the corresponding response of site leadership produced differing results 

across sites. 

Structural changes.  In order to implement the IESPP, structural changes were 

required which teachers found uncomfortable initially.  At all three sites, teachers were 

accustomed to teaching in isolation with little accountability while working toward 

common standards.  Typically, teachers worked at a pace they perceived as comfortable 

for their students and themselves. The implementation of the IESPP led to considerable 

structural change.  Teachers were required to adhere to an IESPP scripted lesson and 

could not use past teacher-made materials with which they were familiar.  Lessons and 

the rate of material presented had to be coordinated with other teachers. Teachers were 

forced to collaborate, learning to depend on one another for planning and pacing of 

lessons.  Coaches provided a level of supervision and monitoring to which teachers were 
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unaccustomed. The sudden change in curriculum and corresponding alterations in how 

school was conducted was uncomfortable for faculty members.  Implementing these 

changes also required extra effort on the part of teachers.  Several sites reported losing 

faculty at the end of the first year. 

Data interpretation training.  The implementation of this IESPP required the use 

of progress monitoring tools with the corresponding need to interpret data.  Teachers had 

to learn how to give new standardized tests (i.e. DIBELS), and also how to interpret the 

data for the purpose of instructional modifications. Prior to the implementation of the 

IESPP, teachers had not been required to keep and track progress monitoring data.  In 

facing this training challenge, state and district leadership support meetings in 

conjunction with available additional trainings from the IESPP curriculum developers 

were reported to be important assets.  Site 1 did not take advantage of the extra 

reinforcement trainings during the school year.  According to the reading coordinator, the 

teachers at Site 1 resisted the support of extra training, claiming they had too many other 

responsibilities which needed to be addressed.  Site 1 exhibited the most resistance to 

implementation and was taken over by the state in the second year of the IESPP. 

All the teachers participating in the IESPP attended an initial three days of 

training during the summer as well as additional days of training prior to beginning the 

implementation year.  This training included collection and interpretation of data. Some 

teachers had difficulty remembering the purpose for acquiring and analyzing the data.  

The reading coaches from Sites 1 and 3 mentioned it proved difficult for some teachers to 

interpret the data as a mechanism to refine their teaching skills, particularly in the area of 
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active engagement.  Instead, these teachers interpreted these data as evidence of their 

own professional competence.  This defensive attitude made collaboration difficult. 

Additional time and personnel for interventions.  Extra time and personnel were 

required in order to implement the requisite interventions.  All of the interviewees 

mentioned the stress of finding additional personnel to help with interventions.  Each of 

the schools dealt with large numbers of students who needed to participate in extra 

interventions because of low scores on the pretest measures.  Because a large number of 

students needed to receive additional intervention, extra time had to be created for 

supplemental reading instruction both in and outside of the classroom.  Additional trained 

personnel also were needed to engage students in extra reading practice. The core 

curriculum required approximately two and a half hours of daily instructional time.  

Additional interventions, meant to be delivered in small groups or on a one-to-one basis, 

required an added thirty minutes per day per intervention type.   

At Site 3, eighty percent to 90% of all students in every grade level qualified for 

intervention throughout most of the first year.  Finding time during the school day and 

enough instructional personnel to provide the needed interventions to children proved 

challenging.  Successful response to this challenge appeared to be determined by the 

school leader‟s ability to appeal to teachers regarding identified student needs and the 

response of those teachers in taking on extra assigned duties.  School leaders at Sites 2 

and 3 recruited volunteers from the community, as well as school personnel with 

supporting roles, to help meet this challenge.  Teachers at Site 3 sacrificed break times, 

planning periods, and stayed after school to meet with students. 
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Student cultural literacy. Another unanticipated challenge encountered during 

implementation was the level of students‟ common cultural literacy.  The curriculum 

developers assumed a level of common prior knowledge (cultural literacy) that many 

students at the three sites, regardless of first language, did not share.  As the coach at Site 

3 reported, many students had limited experiences outside of their own neighborhood.  

The majority of students did not watch television.  Teachers found themselves attempting 

to anticipate and address unknown prerequisites to instruction.  This ongoing attempt to 

anticipate unknown needs required emotional energy, time, and, occasionally, additional 

research.  For instance, in one unit, students were encouraged to design their own castle 

and then write about it.  Many of the students had no idea what a “castle” was or what 

one would look like. This lack of prior information made completion of a creative, “fun” 

activity difficult.  Extensive explanations, pictorial supports, and additional time were 

required which had not been factored into the scripted two and a half hour literacy block. 

Large number of English language learners. Faculty at all three schools faced 

challenges in teaching English language learners to read.  The percentage of participating 

third graders identified as English language learners at Sites 1, 2, and 3 respectively were 

32%, 50% and 61%.  Personnel interviewed at Sites 2 and 3 mentioned an ongoing influx 

of students with no English experience from outside the United States.  The IESPP 

included a few suggestions per lesson on teaching English language learners.  However, 

the coaches and principals indicated these suggestions were insufficient to address 

student needs.  The IESPP material moved at a rapid, predetermined pace for a requisite 

number of minutes.  The large number of English language learners in conjunction with 
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required rapid pacing proved frustrating to teaching staff.  Although English language 

learning students were able to decode adequately, two reading coaches and one principal 

interviewed felt comprehension skills were not developing at an equivalent rate.  After 

data from the first year of the IESPP were collected, the curriculum developers provided 

additional foundation lessons and fluency passages to help address this need.  

Philosophic difference and teacher responses.  All three schools were composed 

of a large number of teachers trained in Whole Language strategy and philosophy.  In 

addition, teachers were faced with conflicting ideas about teaching reading to English 

language learners.  As leadership teams, principals and coaches referred continually to 

the current body of research on reading.  Initially, the principals and coaches at Sites 2 

and 3 emphasized their own site‟s student data which indicated past Whole Language 

instruction had not produced desired outcomes for students.  Although committed to 

trying the IESPP, some teachers did not believe it would work until they saw a positive 

performance change in the data for their own students. As one coach said, “Once they 

saw the data, then they become true believers.”   

The data on the IESPP took time to collect and not all teachers responded 

favorably to the IESPP or to the necessary changes.  Particularly at Sites 1 and 2, teachers 

were veterans of the Whole Language approach and had taught at their respective sites 

for long periods of time.  Being required to teach a curriculum based on a philosophy 

which diametrically opposed their own was difficult.  Some teachers rose to the 

professional challenge even though they did not believe, initially, the IESPP would work.  

Others organized to remove the superintendent of instruction through whom the IESPP 
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had been implemented.  Still others merely transferred to another position in the district.  

Teacher transfers created new challenges for implementing the IESPP because new staff 

had to be hired and trained in the methodology each year.  Although acquiring new 

teachers proved helpful in the long-term, it hampered short-term academic outcomes.   

Question 3: What instructional additions were made or perceived as needed in order to 

meet site students’ needs, particularly in regards to English language learners? 

The year of data collection for this study was the first year of IESPP 

implementation.  Interview material came from years two and three.  Interviewed 

participants had two primary observations regarding additions they wished had been 

made: provisions for missed foundational materials and the need for additional 

vocabulary support, particularly for their English language learners. Interviewees felt 

outcomes for IESPP would have been significantly impacted had these provisions and 

supports been available. 

Missed foundational material. During the implementation year, teachers 

reportedly made few additions to the IESPP curriculum.  Teachers were required to 

adhere closely to the “IESPP script.”  As third graders entered the IESPP without the 

benefit of being taught the first and second grade curriculum, additional time was 

necessary to teach skills from earlier segments of the overall program, particularly skills 

in writing.  Consequently, third grade teachers and principals were attempting to find 

time and personnel to teach first and second grade skills to the third grade students.  By 

the third and final year of implementation, one principal reported her third grade teachers 
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were finally able to teach the third grade material without having to continually find time 

to teach skills from other grade levels. 

Another area in which teachers wished to make additions to the IESPP was for 

English language learners who were new additions to the school.  School Site 2 

consistently experienced an influx of new students with no English experience, needing 

English language intervention.  Based on staff discussions, the principal indicated the 

faculty felt the quick pace of the curriculum was posing problems, particularly when 

combined with higher mobility rates.  Teachers wanted to ensure children acquired the 

requisite skills and would try to provide additional instruction for foundational lessons or 

modify the curriculum for incoming students.  Starting the curriculum in the middle of 

the year was particularly difficult for children during their first or second year in the 

United States.  The IESPP curriculum did not allow for this type of flexibility.  Children 

were required to join the program at the point and pace at which their classmates were 

already proceeding.   

Curriculum interventions outside the language arts time were designed to focus on 

helping students acquire missing skills.  The lack of a foundation in English and poor 

reading skills required even more instructional time for English language learners.  

Faculty made extra efforts to provide additional interventions.  However, the principals at 

Sites 2 and 3 and the reading coach at Site 3 indicated their faculties felt augmentation in 

English language learning strategies for teachers and students would have been 

beneficial.   
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Vocabulary support.  School teachers also were reported to be concerned about 

vocabulary issues, particularly at Site 3 which served the highest number of identified 

English language learners.  Implementers at both Sites 2 and 3 indicated vocabulary was 

a strong component in the IESPP, but not enough repetitions were included to address 

English language learners‟ needs.  The principal at Site 2 stated that the IESPP appeared 

to assume teachers were trained in teaching second language students.  Some teachers 

added simple visual supports to clarify vocabulary (e.g. pictures of castles to help with 

understanding “castle”) or drew on previous training provided by the district.  Following 

the initial year, Site 3 adopted a school-wide vocabulary strategy consisting of a “word of 

the week.”  Basic and extended vocabulary words were adopted on a weekly basis.  All 

teachers in the schools were encouraged to find ways to introduce and reinforce adopted 

words into their subject matter on a routine basis.  

Question 4: What unique site characteristics contributed to successful (or unsuccessful) 

implementation of the program and influenced outcomes for students with learning 

disabilities (LD)? 

      The fourth question to be addressed in Phase 2 dealt with unique site 

characteristics contributing to the successful (or unsuccessful) implementation of the 

program, and thereby influencing outcomes for students with learning disabilities. The 

limited nature of the sample prevented exhaustive analysis of data by school.  However, 

the responses of teachers to the IESPP implementation differed.  Two key characteristics 

appeared to have impacted outcomes: staff cooperation and coaching relationships. 
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Staff cooperation. In the initial phase of implementation, Site 1 had a larger 

population of veteran teachers trained in whole language who were resistant to the 

IESPP.  According to the reading coordinator, the principal of the site at the time of 

implementation did not require teachers to attend all of the teacher training sessions. 

Teachers were reported as stating they had too many additional duties.  Active teacher 

resistance to the IESPP led to the removal of the superintendent coordinating the program 

by the school board.  Failure to demonstrate adequate yearly progress to the state resulted 

in a state takeover of Site 1. 

In contrast, Site 3 appeared to have been in the best position to negotiate the 

requisite changes and fully implement the IESPP.  According to the reading coordinator, 

Site 3 was the most successful in implementing the IESPP model. Although Whole 

Language had been the dominant reading approach at this school, Site 3 was a newer 

school.  At the time of implementation, Site 3 had been open for nine years and the 

principal had been in place for three years.  Many of the teachers had taught less then ten 

years. This school also included the highest number of teachers with graduate degrees.  

Perhaps, because the site as an “institution” had not been in place for a prolonged period 

and because a larger number of the teachers had graduate degrees, this faculty may have 

been more open to changes in pedagogy based on collected data and research.   

Site 3‟s principal also was proactive throughout the implementation process, 

having anticipated the need for change in advance of the district‟s mandate of inclusion in 

the Reading First grant.  This principal had actively recruited the faculty by working to 

enhance understanding of the need for change and providing information as to why the 
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IESPP would help achieve the goal of teaching children to read.  Prior to implementation, 

this principal worked closely with the faculty to develop a cohesive unit while reviewing 

data on students‟ performance.  The reading coach was recruited from the school faculty.  

Relationships involving trust were already in place which the coach identified as an 

advantage.  Because the faculty had been prepared for a change, Site 3 teachers appeared 

to adjust more readily to the IESPP and were prepared to encounter differences in 

teaching practice.  Consequently, less resistance was encountered.    

Across sites, additional issues in staff cooperation were encountered at the 

classroom level.  Some teachers were reported to do little preparation work, requiring 

students to wait while the teacher made or acquired the required tool (e.g. chart).  Other 

teachers limited instruction to times when the teacher was physically present to verbally 

teach a small group while other student groups waited.  Active participation by students 

was reported to be low and perceived to be unimportant by some Site 1 and 2 teachers.  

The ability of the reading coach to require change in teachers‟ teaching style was 

determined by the degree of administrative support.  Some uncooperative teachers 

reportedly left after the first year.  Some remained.  At Site 1, a majority of teachers were 

not rehired after the takeover by the state.  During the third year, Site 2 still had teachers 

who were not committed to the additional time required to prepare for active participation 

by students.  Site 3, on the other hand, made active learning a targeted skill for their 

entire teaching staff. 
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Summary of Phase 2 Results 

  Successful implementation met with varying degrees of success at each of the 

three sites.  Outcomes for Site 3 proved the most positive as interpreted by participating 

personnel.  Table 15 presents pretest minus posttest change scores for each of the three 

sites.  Site 3‟s outcomes were the largest, but only by a small margin during the first year.  

However, a comparison of students identified as low-risk from the two sites yields an 

interesting comparison.  The percentage of students identified as being low-risk at Site 1 

(n = 54) remained unchanged from pretest to posttest at 26% of the site population (n = 

14).  The percentage of students identified as being low-risk at Site 3 (n = 67) was 19% 

of the site population at pretest (n = 13) and 28% at posttest (n = 19).  Although not large, 

this change in percentages appears to indicate a practically significant difference in the 

number of students no longer in need of intensive intervention for oral reading 

acquisition at Site 3 as compared to Site 1.  This difference in change may indicate a 

trend which would increase overtime if individual site characteristics remained 

unchanged.  However, without further data, no determination can be made. 

The main finding of Phase 2 of the research study served to emphasize the critical 

role of site leadership and the attitude of the faculty.  Supportive training, encouragement, 

and data information made available by the district, state, and curriculum developers 

were cited as key elements in successful implementation.  All interviewees cited finding 

time and personnel to address the plethora of student intervention needs as a major and 

unanticipated challenge.  Additionally, site principals and reading coaches highlighted the 
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academically delayed nature of their students while stressing the need for additional 

vocabulary support for English language learners. 

Conclusion 

In Phase 1 of this study, the reading fluency skills of four groups were considered 

comparatively: English speakers without disabilities (ES), English speakers with learning 

disabilities (ESLD), English learners without disabilities (EL), and English learners with 

learning disabilities (ELLD).  All four groups made some progress over time.  However, 

regardless of first language, this sample of students with learning disabilities did not 

increase their reading fluency enough to close the performance gap between themselves 

and their non-disabled peers.  Longitudinal correlation studies of reading skills indicate 

that reading proficiency in relation to peers is relatively stable by second grade (Wagner 

et al., 2005).  This study did not confirm this finding for oral reading fluency.  In this 

study, the performance gap widened after one year as indicated by change score means.  

The non-disabled students were making larger gains relative to their disabled peers in 

oral reading fluency.  Other measures remained stable.  

In Phase 2 of this study, data were collected on qualitative factors leading to 

successful implementation, common challenges faced, and instructional additions 

teachers perceived as being required to reach the goal of addressing needs for all students 

“at-risk” for reading failure.  Elements contributing to successful implementation of the 

IESPP during this first year were: (a) supportive training through the state, district, and 

the IESPP curriculum, (b) teachers‟ cooperation during the process, (c) leadership from 

the principal and reading coach at the local site, and (d) the development of a common 
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language supplied by the IESPP curriculum across classrooms and grades which 

enhanced teachers‟ ability to communicate regarding core issues in reading.  The 

development of a common language also was thought to enhance student learning 

outcomes as terminology was similar across classes.  The ability of the site leadership 

and the cooperating teachers to collaborate as a team appeared to have enhanced the 

IESPP outcomes as expected based on other research (Fulan, 1993, 2001; Kotter, 1996). 

Challenges to the success of the IESPP covered a range of issues.  Throughout the 

first year, philosophic differences regarding the pedagogy of reading instruction 

remained.  Some of the sites made efforts to address this issue through sharing research 

and data outcomes.  Structural changes also proved challenging as teachers were required 

to teach “to a script” and to pace their instruction with the other third grade classes.  

Teachers‟ discomfort with these changes was addressed by school leaders by reminding 

teachers of their mandate to serve students.  The underlying assumption was that the 

benefits accrued to students due to the sacrifices made by teachers would be 

demonstrated in positive student outcomes.   

Teacher training in data interpretation proved complicated.  External site supports 

from the state and curriculum developers helped to address this challenge.  A primary 

difficulty mentioned by personnel at all three sites was the provision of time to apply 

supportive interventions dictated by the curriculum in addition to the time required by 

day-to-day instruction.  Acquiring trained personnel to implement interventions also was 

complex.  Cultural literacy or the assumption of prior knowledge regarding certain 

subjects further complicated implementation.  Readers, not yet proficient in English, 
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posed additional demands for instruction.  All three sites had large numbers of students 

identified as not proficient in English as well as many students speaking a language other 

than English in the home. 

Whitehurst and Lonigan (1998) remark that learning to read and write is similar to 

learning to play the piano as both are skill-based accomplishments.  At school, students 

are placed according to age.  A child is expected to perform at a particular level of skill 

regardless of previous exposure or current skill proficiency.  In piano, six years of 

instruction means six years of instruction.  If a 10 year old with six years of instruction is 

grouped with a 10 year old with one year of instruction, significant differences, as well as 

needs, will emerge.  For one child, finger exercises for a Beethoven sonata will be 

appropriate.  For the other child, the same exercise will be highly inappropriate and 

extremely frustrating. An unskilled child faced with the latter task is likely to contemplate 

quitting or to develop a severe dislike of the skill that blatantly advertises his inadequacy.  

Unskilled students in an age graded environment at school face similar challenges.   

Regardless of the rationale for the outcomes of this study, the majority of these 

third graders did not achieve the level of reading proficiency projected as necessary by 

the DIBELS indicators for future school success.  Relative gaps between groups with and 

without disabilities were increasing.  Learning English as a second language was not a 

factor differentiating progress during the year.  Site leadership influenced teacher 

perceptions, but made only a minimal difference in student outcomes as indicated by site 

score means.  
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The implementation of the Intensive, Explicit, structure, phonics-based program 

(IESPP) benefited some students, but not enough to alleviate their reading skill deficits. 

One year was an insufficient amount of time to achieve the type of change desired in 

student performance.  At the end of the year under study, only 45 out of 199 students 

were considered to be low-risk.  The remaining 144 students continued to need intensive 

intervention.  Perhaps additional interventions should have been applied during the year.  

According to Snow et al. (1998), reading skill level at the end of third grade can be used 

to predict high school graduation.  Nearly 47% of the third grade participating students 

remained at-risk for reading failure, while another 30% remained at some-risk.  Snow et 

al. imply that students, particularly those labeled as at-risk for reading failure, may not 

graduate from high school.  Unless further intensive intervention is administered, most of 

the children who participated in this study will be left behind academically. 

Limitations 

Caution must be used in generalizing the results of this study.  First, the small 

number of participants and the inability to randomly select and assign group members 

was a limitation. The small number of student participants in the LD categories reduced 

the overall statistical power, as did the potential issues with alpha slippage due to 

multiple t tests.  Consequently, statistical significance was limited to the .01 level. 

Second, no control group was available for comparative purposes.  The DIBELS 

(Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills) measures were given only in the 

three selected schools participating in the study during the 2003-2004 school year.  No 

cross program comparison was obtainable using the DIBELS measures.  An attempt was 
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made to examine alternate tests to compare students‟ reading skills.  Although most 

students had participated in taking the Stanford 9 at the end of their second grade year, all 

LD students participating in this study, except one, received unspecified modifications 

while taking the test.  Rather than take the Stanford 9 at the end of third grade, all 

students in the district participated in the local state standards test for the first time. With 

the exception of the DIBELS tests, no comparative measures were available to gauge 

participating students‟ response to reading instruction over time.     

Third, implementation across schools was probably inconsistent.  Data regarding 

individual sites were not collected until the second and third year of the IESPP model‟s 

implementation.  No site data were collected to check the integrity of implementation 

during the first year.  The quality of instruction in the individual classroom is a factor in 

the progress of students (Marzano, 2007).  Although training was provided at each site 

and site coaches were available to teachers, a first year of teaching using an alternative 

style would probably generate inconsistencies in instruction because of “learning curve” 

issues.  Additionally, the DIBELS measurement tools were new to teachers.  This study 

would have been strengthened had integrity check data been available and comparable for 

teachers across the three schools.  

A fourth limitation stemmed from identification issues for students with learning 

disabilities and second language issues.  District identification processes classified 

students as learning disabled and/or English language learners.  Identification of students 

with learning disabilities using the discrepancy model has long been disputed.  An 

additional unforeseen issue with identification became apparent when reviewing several 
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years of district data on the selected students.  Designations of English language learners 

changed from year to year.  Some students not identified as English language learners 

during the school year under study received that identification in subsequent years.  The 

researcher used the identifiers in place during the year in which the DIBELS data were 

collected.    

A fifth limitation was the collection of only one year of quantitative data.  

Consequently, contravening factors cannot be ruled out regarding execution of the 

Intensive, Explicit, Structured, Phonics Program (IESPP), particularly as the year of data 

collection was the first year of implementation.  All interviewees commented that three 

years of implementation was not enough to measure the impact of the IESPP on students.  

For the third grade sample involved in this study, most of the students had spent their 

three previous years at the school site being studied.  All three of these schools had been 

identified by the state as providing ineffective student instruction.  The IESPP third grade 

curriculum assumed three prior years of effective instruction.  Third grade students were 

consistently faced with tasks for which they lacked the proper skills.  Teachers had to 

teach the required material at the requisite pace while attempting to address gaps in 

students‟ academic foundation.  District personnel indicated dismay at the termination of 

the IESPP (Intensive, Explicit, Structured, Phonics-based Program) after the third year, 

particularly because the students who had been kindergarteners during the first year of 

implementation would have been the following year‟s third graders.  The Site 3 

leadership team felt that school personnel would only be in the position to assess 
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students‟ achievement based on the IESPP itself after the kindergarten cohort finished the 

entire curricular program.   

Finally, an ongoing limitation was found in the nature of schools.  Schools are 

complex systems.  Systems in a pattern of failure are failing for multiple reasons.  The 

selection of a curricular intervention is only one piece of a complex puzzle impacting 

academic outcomes.  School leadership, underlying education ideologies, presentation of 

new curriculum, the willingness of teachers to change, technical supports, cultural 

literacy levels, parent support, proficiency in English, and past student experience with 

academics are only some of the factors impacting academic outcomes for students.  

Therefore, results of this study are limited since other unmeasured or unknown 

contravening factors were present, contributing to the slow remediation of struggling 

students‟ reading skills.    

Implications 

 The implementation of a new program within a school structure creates a variety 

of uncertainties, some of which contribute to the success or failure of that program.  This 

study revealed nine implications for the successful implementation of the IESPP within 

educational agencies. These nine implications are as follows: (a) the necessity of district 

leadership to provide necessary resources and supports to implement the IESPP 

successfully, (b) the need to identify requirements for reading success within the given 

student population, (c) the necessity of the involvement of teachers in determining 

whether or not to implement the IESPP, (d) the need to anticipate the reactions of 

teachers toward implementing the IESPP, (e) the necessity for the preparation of teachers 
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for the change from the present reading program to the IESPP, (f) the requirement of the 

provision of the necessary resources for supporting the IESPP, (g) the necessity for 

school-based leadership to be actively involved, (h) the need for preparation of reading 

coaches to support teachers implementing the IESPP, and (i) the need for further research 

to evaluate the impact of the IESPP for improving reading performance among English 

language learners and students with learning disabilities. 

Recommendations for Implementing IESPP 

For District Leadership 

Successful implementation of the IESPP appears to require a networked system of 

support: a networked system aware of the strengths and weaknesses of the component 

parts while directing those pieces toward a common goal.  District leadership is a critical 

factor for the successful implementation of the IESPP as only this level of administration 

can provide the necessary resources and supports for success at the local level.  When 

contemplating a systems-change, district leaders need to carefully consider the types of 

support needed as well as the resources available to commit to that effort. 

Additional resources and unprecedented support are a necessity for 

underperforming schools.  Principals need to be provided with the resources for 

implementing change, such as additional teaching personnel and funding for materials.  

Without the resources to implement change, principals are handicapped in their efforts to 

ensure positive outcomes for students.  If outside resource support is not available, 

principals may be placed in the impossible situation of being told to create necessary 
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outcomes without the essential ingredients of extra time, personnel, and materials to 

produce success. 

Central office staff should be prepared to make research data available to site 

leaders as well as to counsel them through anticipated and unanticipated challenges.  

Principals will need research study data and strategies for presenting the material to their 

teaching faculty.  Gathering local resources to meet student needs at particular school 

sites requires time and extensive effort.  Site principals need a source of encouragement 

to reinforce their efforts just as their teachers do.  Central office personnel also can 

provide needed professional development support for school faculty, particularly in the 

area of data interpretation, which might not otherwise be available.  In the sites under 

study, the local district provided professional development to address the needs of 

English language learners.  Although the ELL training was not a planned part of the 

IESPP support, the school sites did benefit. Site participants indicated training in ELL 

support directly related to the IESPP would have been even more beneficial.  The district 

also provided support to track and interpret data for local sites through the provision of a 

reading coordinator.  The reading coordinator was responsible for collecting, recording, 

and interpreting data for the three sites. 

To thoroughly evaluate implemented programming, districts should be prepared 

to collect qualitative, as well as quantitative data throughout the implementation process 

before making decisions regarding effectiveness of the program.  Allowing sufficient 

time for the implemented program to produce results will be a major factor in accuracy of 

the interpretation of the outcomes.  For the sites under study, the district discontinued the 
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IESPP after the three years of funding under the Reading First grant ended.  This 

decision came one year before the first cohort of kindergarteners involved in the IESPP 

reached third grade.  Reflecting on this decision, the two principals and the reading 

coordinator commented that gains across schools were inconsistent, making it difficult to 

justify higher costs associated with continued implementation.  Had the program been 

continued and evaluated after four years, once the first cohort of kindergarteners 

completed the program, the outcomes for students might have been clear. 

For Site Leaders 

Because of the nature of their job as site leaders, principals are often the first to be 

aware of a need for a system-wide change at the local level.  Principals should be actively 

involved in data analysis and aware of trends the data might indicate.  When change is 

indicated, principals should acknowledge the need and take steps to address it.  Based on 

the evidence from this study, a primary determinate of successful implementation appears 

to be “site leadership.”  Site leaders determine the relative success of the IESPP 

implementation process by their response to the following six factors:  (a) identifying the 

needs of the students at their respective school site, (b) engaging the teachers in problem 

solving, (c) anticipating teacher reactions to change, (d) preparing the teachers to face 

that change, (e) providing needed resources and supports, and (f) supporting the IESPP 

implementation process through active involvement. 

Identify the needs of the student population.  The specific needs of the student 

population at a given site should be evaluated.  Factors influencing student response such 
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as socio-economic background, English skills, family transience, and prior educational 

experience should be considered.  

 Involve teachers in problem solving.  Principals need to involve their teachers in 

solving identified problems in reading performance and in determining how change 

might be implemented.  The involvement of teachers in the problem solving process 

increases the sense of urgency vital to implementing a change.  This problem solving 

process can be a step in recruiting multiple minds to address issues in the ongoing and 

unpredictable obstacles encountered on the journey of change.  As suggested by Fulan 

(1993), “you can‟t mandate what matters: the more complex the change, the less you can 

force it.” (p. 22).  A mandate, as represented by the requirement to sign an affidavit in 

order to continue teaching at the sites under study, was not enough to convince teachers 

of a need for a difference in practice.  Examining the data created a sense of urgency 

regarding change.   

Knowing a change would be required, the principal at Site 3 prepared teachers in 

advance by allowing them to interact directly with the data.  The data objectively 

demonstrated students‟ need for more effective reading instruction.  Teachers were aware 

of an impending state take-over if change was ineffective in meeting students‟ literacy 

needs.  Kotter (1996) considers the creation of a sense of urgency to be a critical building 

block for effective change.  A side benefit, as described by Fulan (1993), would be the 

ownership generated by the learning arising from engagement in the problem-solving 

process.  Involvement in the analysis of the problem influences teachers‟ perception of 

change and also has the potential to unleash future synergistic possibilities to deal with 
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the multivariate and unforeseen challenges resulting from the proposed changes (Reeves, 

2004). 

Anticipate teacher response.  Once the need for change in servicing students‟ 

needs is established, site leaders must anticipate their teachers‟ response.  Leaders should 

expect resistance as a natural human reaction to change (Fulan, 1993, 2001).  Discomfort 

usually accompanies change. This discomfort should be identified and addressed as a 

natural response to the change process itself, not as disloyalty to the school site or a lack 

of commitment to serving students.  Teachers will need extra time to process differences 

in personal and curricular philosophy along with the provision of information supporting 

the “why” of the new methodology and system change. 

Teachers will experience ongoing inconvenience while implementing changes and 

will tend to revert to former teaching patterns unless provided with ongoing reminders 

regarding the new model.  Teachers must have supportive coaching in the classroom as 

well as information about the need for changes in their particular teaching techniques.  

Depending on school culture, this coaching may be perceived by teachers as a threat 

rather than a needed support.  School principals should seek to link supportive 

supervision to the value of improvement through the “refinement” of teaching skills.  

This value of continued improvement is important for all teachers to affirm, regardless of 

prior teaching experience.  Therefore, differentiating the supervision of teaching staff (for 

the refinement of skills) from the evaluation process (pertaining to job retention) can 

become vital.   
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At several of the school sites in this study, teachers had taught for many years 

without direct supervision.  These teachers‟ experience with observations had been 

directly related to job retention.  If the difference between supervision and evaluation is 

not clearly delineated, some teachers will be afraid to admit their need for support for fear 

of losing their job.  Teachers may perceive the gathering of data to be a measure of their 

own competence rather than a support to refining their instructional practice.  An 

important component of school culture should be to view the school as a safe place for 

teachers to learn what they do not know about teaching while refining their instructional 

skills. 

Differences of opinion regarding the philosophy concerning the teaching of 

reading should be recognized and acknowledged.  When philosophies are opposed to the 

tenets of the IESPP or incoming curricular change, a safe forum in which to dialogue 

about differences should be created. Teachers will need reliable evidence in order to 

change their position regarding the teaching of reading.  Logical reasons for a change in 

philosophy can be provided through trainings, but ongoing examination of data 

demonstrating change will provide the greatest impact.  In this study, Site 3‟s teaching 

staff was reported to have become true believers once their student data began to reflect 

progress.  

 Initially, foundational data and research information dispensed by the principal 

regarding the effectiveness of the proposed IESPP will need to come from outside 

sources.  Therefore, principals should be prepared to acquire and present this information 

while seeking ways to train their staff to examine data.  Merely asking teachers to sign an 
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affidavit does not guarantee compliance in teaching the IESPP with excellence, and can 

lead to major divisions within the faculty and impact the district. Site principals should 

encourage their faculty to cooperate with the new program while examining the evidence 

as they proceed.   

Along with identifying the usual discomforts accompanying change, knowing 

what individual teachers enjoy about the teaching process can help principals identify 

which teachers will be able to support the change.   At the sites in this study, principals 

had little time to act.  The change in the approach to reading instruction was implemented 

during the summer months and chosen by the state.  Teachers were unable to choose 

proactively regarding continued or alternative employment.  Teachers could only sign an 

affidavit of compliance and participate. Optimally, upcoming changes and the 

accompanying dialogue should be presented early enough to allow teachers time to 

choose to remain or to seek other employment. 

 In the case of the IESPP, a teacher whose teaching style is based on a 

“discovery” model will find it difficult to consent to a model requiring large amounts of 

direct instruction.  A clash in pedagogy may not be readily apparent to some teachers or 

principals.  Individuals holding conflicting opinions may respond with complaints.  In the 

case of the first school site in this study, discomfort led to action asking the school board 

to remove the individual perceived as responsible for the implementation of the 

curriculum changes.  Some teachers with opposing philosophies will need help in 

identifying the source of their discomfort.  In some cases, the teachers may be able to 

adjust and incorporate a different teaching style.  In other cases, teachers may need to be 



     161 

encouraged to transfer to another site where their teaching styles can be better utilized.  In 

this process, the value of each person‟s teaching style should not be denigrated.  Different 

styles are necessary for differing populations of students.  Moving to an alternative 

program should be considered a way of encouraging teachers to do what each does best 

and serving students appropriately, not as a defect in the teacher.  

 Prepare teachers for change.  Teachers sometimes perceive a “change” to be 

extraneous to their mission to serve students.  When perceived this way, teachers‟ 

compliance with implementation may be minimal.  When effective change in 

instructional procedures is needed, the teachers must be made aware of the evidence 

demonstrating the lack of student progress under the current methodology.  In order to 

understand what the data are communicating, teachers will need professional 

development support in data interpretation that will enable them to specifically identify 

student need through evidence-based practice. Specifically identifying what needs to 

change requires both quantitative and qualitative data collection as well as interpretation.  

Student scores on particular measures provide objective performance information, but the 

qualitative data on those students as both groups and individuals provide the framework 

with which to interpret those scores.  Leaders should use these data to highlight needs of 

students as they actively recruit their faculty members to team with them in the change. 

Educational philosophy and teacher perceptions can be powerful mechanisms to 

influence willingness to implement an IESPP as well as interpretation of perceived 

effectiveness in programming.  As ideologies conflict, time, understanding, and 

information are required to resolve disagreements.  In implementation of any new 
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educational program, philosophic influences and perceptions need to be considered and 

addressed.  Otherwise, obstacles to effectiveness will be encountered. 

Little consideration seems to have been given by the state to overcoming 

philosophic obstacles in the implementation of the new curriculum.  The state office did 

provide informational support and encouragement to principals.  Teachers were not 

involved in the state‟s selection of the IESPP.  Knowledge of the major change in 

mandated teaching practices was made available in the middle of the summer before the 

implementation when obtaining a new job would have been difficult.  The distribution of 

information regarding the IESPP was rushed. Teachers were required to donate three 

days of their summer vacation to receive training.  In an attempt to ensure compliance 

and offset potential philosophic difficulties, the state required teachers to sign an affidavit 

agreeing to compliance with the implementation of the IESPP. 

Many of the teachers at the sites under study were trained in the Whole Language 

literacy model.  Some of these teachers had been involved in teaching this model for 

many years.  As a direct instruction and phonics-based model, the IESPP philosophy was 

in direct contradiction to the tenants of the Whole Language Approach.  Although many 

of these teachers purportedly were able to enthusiastically support the implementation 

process, others were not. Because the IESPP was adopted during the summer prior to 

implementation, teachers had few options.  They could participate or leave at a time when 

it would be difficult to obtain another job.   

Teachers needed time to become accustomed to team-based supervision.  Prior to 

implementation, teachers reportedly had a great deal of independence in the type of 
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instruction given as well as in the selection of concepts to be presented.  Dependent, 

team-based supervision was perceived by some teachers as invasive and constrictive, 

resulting in negative attitudes.  Time was required for teachers to understand the purpose 

of this type of supervision as being a mechanism to refine teaching strategies rather than 

an evaluation of their skills as teachers. The principal and coach at Site 3 were able to 

deal with these obstacles effectively in spite of the rapid onset of the curriculum adoption 

process.  Implementing a supportive structure and allowing teachers to dialogue 

regarding differences could be helpful as teachers process the philosophic shifts. 

 Provide needed resources and support.  Another major recommendation is the 

need for additional supports and resources when implementing a system-wide change.  

Students left behind in the reading acquisition process require supportive structures 

beyond the norm.  In the case of the schools under study, all school personnel including 

the secretaries and librarians, along with community volunteers were needed in order to 

have enough instructors to provide required supplemental interventions.  Outcomes of 

this study do not conclusively indicate whether these efforts were enough.  In schools in 

which large populations of students with low skills exist, site personnel will have to think 

creatively about how to obtain the kinds and number of trained support personnel needed 

to initiate and sustain the provision of supplemental interventions.   

Since each school is unique, site principals should anticipate what types of 

literacy supports will be needed for their school.  Principals should identify resources 

already in place, while developing a plan for acquiring the time and personnel to meet 

additional needs.  The time and personnel required to provide the appropriate level of 
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support should be correlated directly to the anticipated intensity of student needs.  For 

instance, a school site with a constant influx of non-English speakers will need to have a 

more complex intervention structure than a school whose population speaks only English. 

Severe deficits in student learning cannot be lessened through traditional means.  

Regardless of the reason, students who are behind academically will require 

extraordinary support to recoup lost opportunities to learn.  This effort will require 

targeting students with insufficient skills and providing supplemental instruction beyond 

the conventional school time and organizational framework.  Extra instructional time will 

require additional funding as well as resource material and/or instructional personnel.  

For some schools, meeting NCLB requirements will be impossible without large outlays 

of resources, skilled leadership, and pervasive supports which are not directly available to 

all schools. This is particularly true of schools serving lower income populations.   

Torgesen et al. (1999) remarked that socioeconomic background was as important 

as the acquisition of phonological abilities in reading skill.  For some students to acquire 

the same content as their peers, extra supports are needed to offset socioeconomic impact 

and cultural literacy deficits, particularly during their early educational years (Whitehurst 

& Lonigan, 1998; Hirsch, 1988).  A good curriculum taught by excellent teachers may 

not be enough.  A broader range of support in the form of an extended school day with 

classes for language and pre-reading skills may be needed for students of lower 

socioeconomic or alternate language backgrounds (August et al., 2005; Foorman & 

Torgesen, 2001; Torgesen, 2002).  Without support, students at-risk for reading failure 

may spend large quantities of instructional time in texts which are inappropriately 
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difficult, resulting in limited academic progress (Allington, 2002).  Additionally, students 

without intervention support often develop negative attitudes toward reading due to the 

extra personal effort expended while continuing to experience failure (Oka & Paris, 

1986). 

Students whose families move frequently, sometimes even within the school year, 

also may require additional services.  Frequent moves can result in instructional gaps for 

some students.  Even within the same district, schools may not use the same curriculum 

or sequence of instructional topics.  At their new school, transferring students may not 

make connections between terminology from former and new curriculum.  Because the 

sequence of instruction may differ, students may miss learning crucial concepts or 

strategies.  Extra instructional provisions are needed for such students, requiring 

additional educational time as well as teaching staff.    

Consideration of a site‟s English language learning population also should be 

included, particularly if the school experiences a constant influx of students from outside 

the United States.  These students come to school with varying levels of English 

acquisition.  In order to acquire subject content in most U.S. schools, students must 

understand and be able to communicate in English. Students arriving from another 

country with little or no mastery of English will require extra support services if they are 

to learn English and acquire the expected grade level standards taught.  These students 

also may require additional support to understand the cultural content of a curriculum.   

Another consideration in evaluating needed resources for teaching English 

language learners is the need for extra vocabulary support, particularly in cultural 
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literacy.  School site leadership teams indicated the students in participating schools 

lacked in-depth knowledge of word meanings in their first language as well as in English.  

The IESPP curriculum writers assumed a common body of information which was not 

shared by all participating students. In this study, two leadership teams reported faculty 

indicated they would have benefited from a more extensive base of suggestions from 

which to draw support for English language learners. 

On the contrary, school personnel indicated they had learned that students who 

could not speak English could learn to read English.  These findings support other 

research indicating phonemic awareness does transfer across languages, particularly those 

sharing cognates with English such as Spanish (August, Carlo, Calderon et al., 2005; 

Lindsay, Manis, & Bailey, 2003). However, this study also indicates some of these 

students did not comprehend all they were able to read.  The principal and coach at Site 3 

indicated concerns that the English language learning students did not appear to 

understand what they were able to read.  According to these school staff members, 

understanding did come later, but the supports available through the IESPP were not 

sufficient.  Although the IESPP core vocabulary was considered strong, English language 

learners needed more repetitions in order to understand the vocabulary as well as 

additional visual supports.  School faculty indicated they had procured some of these 

student supports on their own, but finding these augmentations had taken additional time.  

Principals should look for ways to strengthen the IESPP vocabulary component for 

English language learners. 
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At the sites involved in this study, cultural literacy was an immense challenge to 

the implementation of the IESPP reading curriculum.  Students did not watch TV.  

Parents did not take children outside their own neighborhood. Students were not exposed 

to a large body of information common to other students.  Many students qualified for 

free-reduced lunch.  These students required extra support unique to their situation.   

Principals recruited community volunteers and non-instructional members of their staff 

team to provide needed intervention.  Paraeducators and peer-assisted tutors might be 

used successfully for providing some service supports, but this strategy would need to be 

planned in advance as neither type of assistance proves effective without the training of 

the “instructors” (Mathes, Torgesen, Clancy-Menchetti, Santi, Nicholas, Robinson et al., 

2003; Torgesen, 2004). 

Active involvement of site leaders.  According to Kotter (1996),“Major change is 

often said to be impossible unless the head of the organization is an active supporter”  

(p. 6).  The most important factor identified for program success in this study was the 

active support of site leadership for the IESPP and its implementation.  Leadership teams 

at the schools participating in this study included both the site principal and the reading 

coach who acted as the classroom supervisor.   

Principals must be able to work closely with their site reading coach in an open 

relationship of trust.  Reading coaches need to be able to depend on the support of the 

principal in dealing with teachers.  The attendance of site leadership at training with the 

teachers communicates the importance placed by administration on the implementation of 

the IESPP.  Principals should require teachers to attend training.  Requiring attendance at 
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trainings may require the principal to reduce “other duties as assigned” in order for 

teachers to complete new responsibilities incurred with implementation of the IESPP.  

Professional development to produce highly skilled teachers is most likely to result in 

maximum positive effect for students (Foorman et al., 2003; Marzano, 2007).   

Site leaders should be well informed and able to address faculty questions 

regarding trainings and the IESPP process.  Site leaders should be aware of potential 

issues and ready to address those challenges as they arise.  Most importantly, site leaders 

must be equipped and able to provide encouragement to their staff, highlighting short-

term “wins” while waiting for the IESPP to show a positive effect in the corresponding 

data from students (Kotter, 1996).   

Finally, site leaders must be prepared to give the implemented change a sufficient 

amount of time to demonstrate effectiveness.  The amount of time required will be related 

to the number of challenges that must be overcome.  To measure the effectiveness of the 

IESPP program in this study would have required a minimum of four years.  Monitoring 

the reading skill progress of the kindergarten cohort through their third grade year would 

have provided the best indicator of the potential achievement possibilities of the IESPP.  

More time also would allow teachers to acquire expertise in the provision of IESPP 

instruction, potentially increasing student learning outcomes.   

For Reading Coaches Implementing an IESPP 

Reading coaches at local sites need to be prepared for a variety of issues, 

including difficulties in working through relational barriers with their peers. The reading 

coaches at the sites under study reported some difficulty in obtaining balance in this 
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process.  Although receiving support at district and site levels, the presentation of data to 

teachers and supervision of teachers proved difficult at times, in part because of teachers‟ 

misunderstanding of the supervision process.  Some teachers do not wish to be coached.  

Extra time may be required to help teachers understand the nature and benefits of a 

supervisory relationship.  Trust is an essential component in a successful coaching 

relationship.  Time may be required to gain personal credibility and teacher trust.  Prior 

personal relationships may also present a challenge.  As reported by one participating 

coach, reading coaches may assume a fellow teacher who is a “friend” is implementing 

procedures when this is not the case.   

Reading coaches need to be prepared to work closely with their site principals.  

Working closely as a site leadership team was cited by both principals and coaches as a 

necessary component of successful implementation.  Consistent communication time 

must be prioritized.  Reading coaches and principals should develop a stable, trusting 

relationship with open communication regarding obstacles and challenges faced at a 

particular site. 

For Future Research 

The Intensive, Explicit, Phonics-based Program (IESPP) is supported by 

extensive research of the best practices to be implemented when attempting to remediate 

the reading skills of students with learning disabilities.  However, the body of research is 

incomplete.  Additional studies need to be conducted on the acquisition of reading skills 

for students learning English as a second language, particularly those who are learning 

disabled.  Results of this study and others (August, Carlo, Calderon, 2005) indicate 
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students responded to the IESPP in similar ways, regardless of first language, as 

measured by oral reading fluency.  However, principals and coaches expressed concern 

regarding comprehension for English learners and the need for additional vocabulary 

support (August, Carlo, Dressler et al., 2005).   

Some students, both with and without disabilities and regardless of first language, 

made little progress over time.  By the end of the year, these students were still obtaining 

zeros in their performance scores for Retell Fluency (comprehension measure) and Word 

Usage Fluency (a measure of language proficiency).  Further research should be 

conducted to investigate and document why this lack of progress occurs for some 

children and what should be done to address the issue.  

Another area in need of further investigation is the impact of common cultural 

literacy and what steps should be taken to correct this deficit. The experience of a child at 

home, and even the type of dinner table conversation practiced, has been demonstrated to 

impact student academics (Beals, 2001; Hudson & Smith, 2002).  More research needs to 

be conducted considering what interventions might offset an insufficient cultural literacy 

base common to students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds.  

Finally, additional research should be conducted to identify which, if any, of the 

core skills are measured by the DIBELS Word Usage Fluency measure.  In addition, 

questions should be answered regarding how the outcomes for the measure might be 

impacted by student processing speed, particularly as applied to students with second 

language linguistic challenges.    
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APPENDIX A 
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Table 1 

Description of Student Participants by Gender and Ethnicity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Ethnicity 

Gender Hispanic White 

(non-

Hispanic) 

African 

American 

American 

Indian 

Asian n 

Male 88 11 2 4 0 105 

Female 80 12 1 0 1 94 

Total 168 23 3 4 1 199 
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Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics of Student Participants by Group for Gender, Ethnicity, and Home 

Language 

  Gender Ethnicity Home 

Language 

English 

Group n Male Female Hispanic White (non-

Hispanic) 

Other Yes No 

ES 89 43 46 66 17 6 57 32 

ESLD 13 11 2 8 4 1 11 2 

EL 79 38 41 76 2 1 12 67 

ELLD 18 13 5 18 0 0 0 18 

Total 199 105 94 168 23 8 80 119 
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Table 3 

 

Number and Percentage of Student Participants (N = 199) by Ethnicity 

 

 Third Grade Participants 

Ethnicity Site 1 Site 2 Site 3 

 n %  n %  n %  

Hispanic 41 76 73 94 54 81 

White 11 20 0 0 12 18 

Other 2 4 5 6 1 1 

Total 54 100 78 100 67 100 
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Table 4 

Number and Percentage of Student Participants (N = 199) with Learning Disabilities 

 

Third Grade Participants 

Learning Disability Site 1 Site 2 Site 3 

 n %  n %  n % 

Yes 11 20 06 08 14 21 

No 43 80 72 92 53 79 

Total at Site 54 100 78 100 67 100 
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Table 5 

 Number and Percentage of Student Participants (N = 199) Identified as English 

Language Learners 

Third Grade Participants 

English Language 

Learner 

Site 1 Site 2 Site 3 

 n % n %  n % 

Yes 17 32 39 50 41 61 

No 37 68 39 50 26 39 

Total at Site 54 100 78 100 67 100 

 

 

 

 

.   
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Table 6 

Number and Percentage of Student Participants (N = 199) Speaking English as the Home 

Language 

 

Third Grade Participants 

Home Language 

English 

Site 1 Site 2 Site 3 

 n %  n %  n %  

Yes 32 59 24 31 24 36 

No 22 41 54 69 43 64 

Total at Site 54 100 78 100 67 100 
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Table 7 

 

Risk Levels for Participants at Pretest and Posttest on Oral Reading Fluency  

 

 

 Measure 

 Pretest Posttest 

Level of Risk n % n % 

At-Risk 122 61 93 47 

Some-Risk 41 21 61 30 

Low-Risk 36 18 45 23 

Total 199 100 199 100 
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Table 8  

 

Pretest and Posttest Group Outcomes in Words per Minute for Oral Reading Fluency 

(ORF) 

  Oral Reading Fluency 

  Pretest Posttest 

Group n M SD M SD 

ES 89 56 30.9 92 31.3 

ESLD 13 21 14.8 41 24.1 

EL 79 48 33.6 84 37.7 

ELLD 18 20 18.9 39 31.5 
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Table 9 

 

Pretest and Posttest Group Outcomes in Words per Minute for Retell Fluency (RTF)  

  Retell Fluency 

  Pretest Posttest 

Group n M SD M SD 

ES 89 26 15.8 36 18.3 

ESLD 13 10 8.9 21 9.0 

EL 79 19 13.0 31 17.2 

ELLD 18 9 10.1 18 15.5 
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Table 10 

 

Pretest and Posttest Group Outcomes in Words per Minute for Word Usage Fluency 

(WUF) 

  Word Usage Fluency 

  Pretest Posttest 

Group n M SD M SD 

ES 89 40 17.8 39 15.0 

ESLD 13 28 16.1 35 13.9 

EL 79 28 16.0 28 14.1 

ELLD 18 29 13.7 26 13.7 
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Table 11 

Comprehension Indicator for Groups at Pretest and Posttest 

 

Group n Pretest % Posttest % 

ES 89 46% 39% 

ESLD 13 48% 51% 

EL 79 40% 37% 

ELLD 18 45% 46% 
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Table 12 

Pretest and Posttest Descriptive Statistics for Third Grade Student Participants (N = 

199) on Oral Reading Fluency by School Site 

  Oral Reading Fluency Measure 

Site Students Pretest Posttest 

 n M SD Range M SD Range 

Site 1 54 57 36.2 0-132 88 37.1 17-165 

Site 2 78 43 30.5 0-136 77 37.8 4-174 

Site 3 67 44 30.5 0-128 80 38.6 9-156 
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Table 13 

Pretest and Posttest Descriptive Statistics for Third Grade Student Participants  

(N = 199) on Retell Fluency by School Site 

  Retell Fluency Measure 

Site Students Pretest Posttest 

 n M SD Range M SD Range 

Site 1 54 25 14.6 0-53 33 17.8 0-94 

Site 2 78 18 14.5 0-58 29 18.7 0-86 

Site 3 67 21 15.5 0-78 33 17.2 0-82 
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Table 14 

Pretest and Posttest Descriptive Statistics for Third Grade Student Participants  

(N = 199) on Word Usage Fluency by School Site 

  Word Usage Fluency Measure 

Site Students Pretest Posttest 

 n M SD Range M SD Range 

Site 1 54 39 17.8 0-79 37 14.6 0-75 

Site 2 78 29 17.2 0-73 30 15.6 0-74 

Site 3 67 33 16.7 0-75 34 14.8 0-60 
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Table 15 

 

Change Scores (Posttest minus Pretest Differences for School Site Means) on Oral 

Reading Fluency (ORF), Retell Fluency (RTF), and Word Usage Fluency (WUF) for 199 

Participants 

  Measures 

  ORF  RTF  WUF 

Site n Change Score  Change Score  Change Score 

Site 1 54 31  8  -2 

Site 2 78 34  11   1 

Site 3 67 36  12   1 
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Table 16 

Change Score Differences by Groups for Oral Reading Fluency 

Note.  ESLD = English Speakers with Learning Disabilities (n = 13); ELLD = English Learners with Learning Disabilities (n = 18); 

ES = English Speakers (n = 89); and EL= English Learners (n = 79).  

*p < .01. 

**p < .001. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Group M SE t(df) p η² 

ESLD to ELLD   1.18  5.97  0.20 (27.73) .845 .00 

ESLD to ES -16.47 3.78 -4.35 (20.10)   .000
**

 .16 

ELLD to EL -17.62 5.35 -3.30 (22.77) .003
*
 .10 
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Table 17 

 

Differences in Pretest and Posttest English Speakers (With and Without Disabilities) 

Score Mean Data for Oral Reading Fluency 

                     Oral Reading Fluency 

  Pretest Posttest Pre to Post 

Difference 

Group n M M  

ES 89 56 92 36 

ESLD 13 21 41 20 

Group Difference  35 51  
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Table 18 

 

Differences in Pretest and Posttest English Learners (With and Without Disabilities) 

Score Mean Data for Oral Reading Fluency 

                   Oral Reading Fluency 

  Pretest Posttest Pre to Post 

Difference 

Group n M M  

EL 79 48 84 36 

ELLD 18 20 39 19 

Group Difference  28 45  
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Table 19 

 

Change Score Differences by Groups for Retell Fluency 

 

Group M SE t(df) p η² 

ESLD to ELLD 1.74 3.59 0.48 (27.68) .69 - 

ESLD to ES 1.23 3.02 0.41 (21.74) .69 - 

ELLD to EL -2.91 2.78 -1.05 (26.30) .30 - 

Note.  ESLD = English Speakers with Learning Disabilities (n = 13); ELLD = English Learners with Learning Disabilities (n = 18); 

ES = English Speakers (n = 89); and EL= English Learners (n = 79). 
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Table 20 

 

Differences in Pretest and Posttest English Speakers (With and Without Disabilities) 

Score Mean Data for Retell Fluency 

                       Retell Fluency 

  Pretest Posttest Pre to Post 

Difference 

Group n M M  

ES 89 26 36 10 

ESLD 13 10 21 11 

Group Difference  16 15  
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Table 21 

 

Differences in Pretest and Posttest English Learners (With and Without Disabilities) 

Score Mean Data for Retell Fluency 

                        Retell Fluency 

  Pretest Posttest Pre to Post 

Difference 

Group n M M  

EL 79 19 31 12 

ELLD 18 09 18 09 

Group Difference  10 13  
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Table 22  

Change Score Differences by Groups for Word Usage Fluency  

Group M SE t(df) p η² 

ESLD to ELLD 9.42 6.04 1.56 (21.26) .13 - 

ESLD to ES 8.10 5.34 1.52 (14.46) .15 - 

ELLD to EL -2.40 3.52 -0.68 (23.41) .50 - 

Note.  ESLD = English Speakers with Learning Disabilities (n = 13); ELLD = English Learners with Learning Disabilities (n = 18); 

ES = English Speakers (n = 89); and EL= English Learners (n = 79).   
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APPENDIX C 

UNSTRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR READING COORDINATOR, 

PRINCIPALS AND READING COACHES 

Questions for Reading Program Coordinator 

1. How many years experience do you have in teaching reading?  What other roles 

have you held in education? 

2. What do you see as the strengths of the Reading Program?  What weaknesses? 

3. From your perspective, what are the basic differences in the site programs? 

4. What obstacles/challenges have you encountered in implementing the program 

within the district? 

5. How have you contributed to the success of the reading program? 

6. How have you sought to guarantee consistency in application of the program? 

7. In retrospect, is there anything you wish you had done differently last year? 

8. Is there anything else you would like to add? 

Questions for Principal: 

1. How many years have you been a principal?  How long at this site? 

2. What do you see as the strengths of the Reading program?  What improvements 

would you like to see made? 

3. In your opinion, what school factors contribute to the success of the reading 

program?  What obstacles have you encountered at your school? 

4. How has the district supported you in applying this program? 

5. How have you contributed to the success of the reading program? 
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6. In retrospect, is there anything you wish you had done differently last year in the 

reading program? 

7. Is there anything else you would like to add? 

Questions for Gen Ed Teachers/Sp Ed Teachers/Site Reading Coaches 

1. How many years have you been teaching reading to elementary students? 

2. Have you had any special training in working with LD students?  EL/LD?  How 

much? 

3. In your experience, what have you found to be the most important element in 

teaching reading to students with LD?  EL/LD? 

4. What do you see as the strengths of the Reading program?  What improvements 

would you like to see made? 

5. How has your school/district supported you in applying this program? 

6. How have you contributed to the success of your students in the reading program? 

7. Is there anything else you would like to add? 
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