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ABSTRACT 
 

Students are often referred for special education evaluations following teacher 

generated referrals. These referrals indicate observable poor academic progress, although 

often there is no indication of the cause of the poor performance as well as no indication 

of remediation attempts prior to a special education referral. Students who demonstrate 

reading difficulties struggle in nearly all areas due to the dependence on reading that 

permeates all academic classes. Poor reading abilities are a prominent concern in schools 

and one of the primary reasons for special education referrals (NAEP, 2007). The 

purpose of this study was to determine whether effectively implementing a reading 

fluency intervention prior to referring a student for a special education evaluation led to 

fewer overall special education referrals as well as more accurate special education 

referrals.  Results of this study indicated that the implementation of a reading intervention 

did significantly decrease the number of overall special education referrals that were 

made. The students who were referred for special education following participation in the 

intervention program were also more likely to qualify for special education services 

compared to students who had not participated in the intervention program.  Additional 

student characteristics that were explored included sex, work habits, attendance rates and 

socioeconomic status (SES). Results indicated that work habits and sex did not 

significantly affect the rate of teacher referral for special education evaluations. Poor 

attendance did have a significant relationship on special education referral rates, 

indicating that students with poor attendance were more likely to be considered in need of 

special education support. SES was found to have a significant relationship to special 
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education referrals over the length of the study as well as during the pre-intervention 

period, but did not have a significant impact on special education referrals during the 

intervention period.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Students struggle in their academic classes on a daily basis for a variety of 

reasons.  Approximately one third of Americans struggle with comprehending grade-

level materials by the time they are in fourth grade.  Twenty six percent of students still 

have not attained grade level reading skills by the time they reach the eighth grade 

(NAEP, 2007).  Francis, Shaywitz, Steubing, Shaywitz, & Fletcher (1996) indicate that 

74% of students who struggle with reading in the third grade continue to struggle with 

reading as a result of poor decoding skills when they reach the ninth grade.  This growing 

gap in student performance indicates a great need for effective reading interventions at an 

early age.  Attendance, work ethic, self-confidence, parental support, teacher support and 

previous learning experiences are just some of the factors that may affect a student’s 

overall classroom performance.  Frequently, teachers overlook these factors and poor 

academic performance is instead assumed to be due to special education needs, often 

specifically suggesting the presence of learning disabilities. This assumption has led to 

over-referral for special education services as well as a lack of general education 

accommodation of student needs.  There is a difference between a student who has a 

learning disability and one who may just need varying degrees of academic support, or 

differentiated instruction in certain academic areas.  Providing additional levels of 

academic support within the general education environment prior to referring a student 

for a special education evaluation provides the opportunity to identify specific academic 

deficits, increase individual student achievement, and avoid mislabeling students as 
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having a disability when one may not truly exist.  

Statement of the Problem 

The effectiveness of academic interventions, specifically reading interventions 

has been widely demonstrated throughout current literature.  Interventions allow students 

to improve academic skills in an efficient manner that does not require extensive 

resources on the part of the educator.  However, there are gaps in the literature regarding 

whether effective implementation of academic interventions leads to more accurate 

special education referrals.  While it has been demonstrated that implementation of 

effective interventions increases academic skills, there is very little research addressing 

the extent to which special education referrals decrease as a result.  

Purpose of the Study 

Students are referred for special education evaluations for a variety of reasons. 

When reviewing the special education population, it is noted that approximately 80%-

90% of students labeled with a learning disorder have an identified disability in reading 

(Kavale & Forness, 2000; Samuels, 2010).  Given this information, perceived poor 

reading skills are one of the primary factors leading to teacher referrals for special 

education evaluations.  Targeted interventions provided to struggling readers prior to a 

special education referral may alleviate some unnecessary referrals by increasing student 

reading skills, and thus overall student performance.  Reducing the number of 

unnecessary referrals will not only conserve school resources which are utilized during 

the evaluation process, but it will also help to avoid mislabeling students with disabilities 

when none are present. 
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Research has indicated that peer collaborations and intervention implementation 

provide advantages over immediate special education evaluations.  These advantages 

include, but are not limited to, the ability to provide immediate help within the classroom 

regarding student academic struggles and increased communication between teachers and 

support staff regarding different types of instructional models which may be attempted 

(Ivarie & Russel, 1992).  Initiating a special education referral without first properly 

implementing interventions often ties up school resources such as staff time and materials 

including assessment kits and individual protocols.  It also causes the student to miss 

instructional time during the testing process, and therefore fall further behind their peers. 

Conducting a special education evaluation without first attempting direct interventions to 

teach specific skills may also lead to inaccurate diagnoses.  A struggling student may 

demonstrate academic weaknesses on the achievement portion of a special education 

evaluation.  If no previous intervention has been attempted, it would be impossible to 

identify whether or not those weaknesses exist because of a lack of direct, focused 

instruction.  Implementing interventions prior to the evaluation process allows the 

evaluator to know that the student demonstrates weaknesses in specific areas despite the 

fact that there have been remediation attempts.  It is much easier in these cases to 

determine that academic deficits are truly a result of some learning disability rather than 

lack of appropriate instruction.   

The purpose of this study was to evaluate whether providing a specific, evidence-

based reading fluency intervention to students who are identified as struggling by their 

teacher will increase the number of accurate referrals to special education.  Reading 
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fluency was identified as the target of this intervention study due to the identified positive 

relationship between reading fluency and reading comprehension.  Direct links between 

reading fluency and reading comprehension are addressed in the literature review.  A 

structured oral reading fluency (ORF) intervention administered by peers provided 

modeling of fluent reading, immediate support and feedback for difficult words, 

opportunities to read a passage more than once to gain confidence in reading, the 

opportunity to chart student progress and the ability to identify a specific goal, or 

benchmark that the student was aiming for.  

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

This study has six research questions and hypotheses.  The following questions 

and hypotheses are related to special education evaluations: 

1. Are there fewer overall referrals for special education evaluations following 

effective implementation of an evidence-based oral reading fluency 

intervention?  It was hypothesized that effective implementation of a specific 

reading fluency intervention would result in a reduction in the number of 

overall referrals for special education evaluations.  

2. Are students who are referred for a special education evaluation following 

effective implementation of an evidence-based oral reading fluency 

intervention more likely to qualify for special education support than 

individuals who have not received interventions?  It was hypothesized that 

students who were referred for special education evaluations following 

participation in an effective reading fluency intervention would be more likely 
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to meet the eligibility criteria for placement in special education.  

The following questions and hypotheses are related to the characteristics of the sample 

population: 

3. Does a student’s sex influence the rate of special education referral by 

teachers?  It was hypothesized that boys would be referred for special 

education evaluations at a higher rate than girls.  

4. Do a student’s work habits, including work completion rates, influence the 

rate of special education referral by teachers?  It was hypothesized that 

students who are referred for special education evaluations are more likely to 

demonstrate poor work habits.  

5. Does a student’s attendance influence the rate of special education referral by 

teachers?  It was hypothesized that students who are referred for special 

education evaluations are more likely to have poor attendance rates.  

6. Does a student’s socioeconomic status influence the rate of special education 

referral by teachers?  It was hypothesized that students who are referred for 

special education evaluations are more likely to meet the eligibility criteria to 

receive free or reduced lunch at school.  

Definition of Terms 

 Literature related to special education services often include terms which may be 

used differently across studies.  For the purpose of clarity, the following terms and 

definitions as they relate to the current study are defined below.  

Learning Disability (LD):  According to the U.S. Department of Education 
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(2012),  Learning disability is a general term that refers to a condition that either prevents 

or significantly hinders an individual from learning basic skills or information at the same 

rate as the majority of their peers.  These learning difficulties are not the result of other 

conditions such as mental retardation, emotional disturbance or sensory impairment, 

including vision, hearing or motor deficits.  They also are not the result of cultural 

differences, environmental or economic disadvantage or lack of educational opportunities 

(http://idea.ed.gov).  

Specific Learning Disability (SLD): According to the U.S. Department of 

Education (2012), A Specific Learning Disability refers to a learning disability, as 

mentioned above, that affects one or more specific academic areas. An individual may be 

considered to have a Specific Learning Disability in any of the following categories: (a) 

Reading Fluency; (b) Reading Comprehension; (c) Basic Reading; (d) Math Calculation; 

(e) Math Problem Solving; (f) Written Expression; (g) Oral Expression; (h) Listening 

Comprehension. Individuals may meet eligibility criteria in only one of the specified 

areas, or in any combination up to and including all areas (http://idea.ed.gov). 

Reading Comprehension: Reading comprehension relates specifically to the 

ability to understand and attach meaning to what is being read.  Comprehension is 

generally measured independently of fluency and basic decoding skills.  

 Oral Reading Fluency (ORF):  Oral Reading Fluency refers to the speed and 

accuracy with which an individual is able to read a specified passage.  Oral reading 

fluency skills are often investigated when evaluating individuals for specific learning 

disabilities.  Research suggests that oral reading fluency skills are a factor when 
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evaluating reading comprehension skills (NRP, 2000).  

Intervention:   An intervention refers to a specific activity that is conducted with 

the intention of teaching a new skill.  Many students are provided with accommodations 

within the school setting which allow them specialized methods of accessing the 

curriculum.  Interventions differ from accommodations in that they are designed to teach 

and build on specific deficit areas with the intention of attaining grade level skills rather 

than just allowing students different means of participating within the curriculum with 

their current skill levels.  

Student Study Team (SST):  A student study team is a group of individuals, 

generally consisting of a student, the student’s teachers, the student’s parents, and support 

staff such as a school psychologist and school counselor.  Student study team meetings 

are generally the first step in a special education evaluation process.  Participants may use 

these meetings to discuss academic concerns as well as the effectiveness of previous 

strategies that have been attempted.  

Curriculum Based Measurement (CBM): Curriculum based measurement 

probes are often used to quickly assess academic skill levels. CBM probes typically take 

1-2 minutes to administer and provide a general estimate for where a student is capable of 

performing on grade level academic tasks. 

Response to Intervention (RTI): Response to intervention refers to an 

educational model that is based on a school-wide tier system which relies on continual 

assessment and progress monitoring in order to assess students’ academic needs.  RTI 

programs use individual student progress and deficits to determine special education 
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needs or support beyond what is available in the general education setting (Carreker & 

Joshi, 2010).  

Summary 

The purpose of the current study was to determine whether effective 

implementation of ORF interventions prevented unnecessary special education referrals. 

An unnecessary referral was considered to be a referral that resulted in non-eligibility for 

special education services.  A comparison of the number of special education referrals 

made as well as the percentage of students who qualified for special education services 

following evaluations was made based on information obtained during years with and 

without the implementation of an ORF intervention.  Characteristics of the sample 

population including sex, work habits, attendance and socioeconomic status were 

analyzed to determine whether there is a correlation between these factors and a student 

being referred for a special education evaluation.   

Knowing how effective intervention implementation relates to the rate of special 

education referrals is important to the field of school psychology, and education in 

general.  This data allows school staff to more directly address student needs and offer 

support more efficiently based on the individual student concerns.  There is also a 

potential for more focused special education evaluations as a result of intervention 

implementation which will lead to more accurate classification and prevent mislabeling 

students with disabilities when they are not present.   
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This chapter consists of a review current literature in the areas of learning 

disabilities, acquisition of overall reading skills and the benefit of implementing reading 

interventions.  Literature related to the special education referral process will also be 

discussed throughout this chapter.  

Learning Disabilities 

Definition.  Identifying a precise definition for “learning disability” (LD) has 

proven to be a challenging task among professionals and the federal government since the 

concept of LD was introduced in the 1960s (Reschly & Ysseldyke, 2002).  The 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement (IDEIA) Act of 2004, 34 Code of 

Federal Regulations §300.7(c), defines a specific learning disability as “a disorder in one 

or more of the basic psychological processes involved in understanding or in using 

language, spoken or written, which disorder may manifest itself in the imperfect ability to 

listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or do mathematical calculations.”  IDEIA, 

however, does not provide specific regulations for classifying an individual as learning 

disabled.  It does state that schools may use a discrepancy between ability and 

achievement, which many do utilize.  This approach classifies an individual as learning 

disabled if a significant discrepancy exists between an individual’s score on an aptitude 

measure (assessed with an Intelligence Quotient test) and their score on an achievement 

measure.  This discrepancy model has been criticized by many as a “wait to fail” model, 

implying that no assistance is provided to struggling students until they have 
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demonstrated a significant gap in achievement.  These critics encourage the use of a 

response to intervention (RTI) model that would allow interventions to begin 

immediately once a skill deficit is reported (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006; Carreker & Joshi, 

2010).  The belief held by RTI proponents is that LD are multi-dimensional and 

traditional assessment measures used are subject to measurement errors.  Also, when 

using the discrepancy model to determine eligibility, often there is only one measure in 

time, including only one particular measure of cognitive abilities and one particular 

measure of academic performance (Carreker & Joshi, 2010; MacMillan & Siperstein, 

2001).  There may be factors affecting the student on a particular day which are not 

present over a period of time such as illness, fatigue, etc.  Since the data are typically 

collected during only one testing session, results do not necessarily represent the 

student’s overall performance over a period of time.  Finally, the discrepancy model 

reportedly delays effective intervention until the student’s achievement is already 

discrepant (Carreker & Joshi, 2010; Francis et al., 2005; Fletcher, Denton & Francis, 

2005). 

Specific Learning Disabilities.  Students identified with a specific learning 

disability (SLD) account for a higher proportion of special education enrollment than any 

of the other classification categories defined by IDEIA (Abebe & Hailemariam, 2008; 

Samuels, 2010).  Based on fall 2007 reported data,  SLD students make up 43.3% of all 

students with disabilities between the ages of 6 to 21 (Rehabilitation Research and 

Training Center, 2009).  Approximately 80% of students classified as learning disabled 

received that label because of difficulties in reading. Reading is the ability to process 
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printed information to derive meaning, and to understand reading, one must understand 

the process of learning to read (Coltheart, 2005).  Early reading achievement involves the 

ability to fluently identify and decode words, while later academic success is related to an 

individual’s ability to comprehend what they have read (Bowey, 2005).  The ability to 

read is critical for academic success.  Throughout a student’s academic career, there is a 

demand for reading in nearly every subject area.   

Contributing Factors.  There are many factors that may impact a child’s ability 

to read or learn to read.  The National Research Council’s report, Preventing Reading 

Difficulties in Young Children, identified risk factors that focused on the child, the 

family, and instruction.  Identified instructional influences on reading difficulties include 

ineffective or insufficient instruction, with poor instruction in the first grade having the 

most long-term influence.  Ineffective instruction may result from inappropriate 

curriculum, low expectations from school staff, poorly trained teachers, the unavailability 

of materials, noisy or crowded classrooms, as well as other factors(Snow, Burns, & 

Griffin, 1998). 

Reading Skills 

Research has often addressed the fact that many children and adolescents 

demonstrate inadequate reading comprehension skills.  As previously stated, nearly a 

quarter of all eighth grade students are unable to demonstrate grade level reading skills. 

(NAEP, 2007).  The large number of students who demonstrate inadequate reading skills 

is indicative of the need for effective reading intervention programs beginning at an early 

age.  Teaching phonics, including phonemic awareness, promoting fluency, and 
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providing teachers with the proper education regarding effectively teaching reading all 

play a role in the effectiveness of a reading curriculum.  The national reading panel 

determined that many schools do not provide their students with reading fluency 

instruction, even though this instruction has been identified as an important factor in 

building overall reading comprehension (NRP, 2000).   

Comprehension.  According to the NRP (2000), reading fluency is an essential 

skill necessary for reading comprehension.  Fluency is identified as a critical variable to 

successful reading, for secondary-school students in particular (Schatschneider et al., 

2004; Spencer & Manis, 2010).  Building upon the growing reading fluency interest, a 

linguistic study conducted by Goodman (1964) reviewed the cues and miscues of primary 

school readers. He noted that natural intonation resulted from comprehension of a text. It 

was determined that many aspects were involved in this intonation process such as stress 

and pitch.  However, it was found that the reader must be capable of extracting meaning 

from the text in order for the intonation to occur naturally (Young, 2011).  This indicated 

the initial correlation between reading fluency and comprehension.  LaBerge and 

Samuels (1974) suggested a direct link between reading fluency and comprehension 

when it was proposed that “automaticity” must be developed in order to develop 

comprehension (cited in Spencer & Manis, 2010).  In evaluating the relationship between 

fluency and comprehension, the NRP (2000) found a positive relationship between 

fluency and comprehension in typical readers through the fourth grade, and for struggling 

readers through the high school level.  Fluent readers, or those who are able to orally read 

with speed, accuracy, and proper expression, are better able to understand the material 
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being read (NRP, 2000).   

Fluency.  Fluency is defined as freedom from word-identification problems that 

might hinder comprehension as well as automaticity (Harris & Hodges, 1995).  

Improving fluency skills is important for all readers.  The incorporation of specific 

fluency-based instruction into the curriculum for struggling readers is especially 

beneficial (Algozzine, Marr, Kavel, & Dugan, 2009; NRP, 2000).  A fluent reader is 

defined as any individual who has the ability to read smoothly without hesitation as well 

as to demonstrate understanding of the material which was read.  Based on this definition, 

fluency is comprised of four main components: accuracy, rate, prosody and 

comprehension (Deeney, 2010).   

Prosody.  Prosody refers to the ability to read smoothly while using appropriate 

phrasing and expression.  Expressive qualities of tone, inflection and rhythm are all taken 

into account and used to make a person’s reading more closely resemble oral language 

(Deeney, 2010; Le Vasseur, Macaruso, & Shankweiler, 2008; NRP, 2000).  Prosody 

occurs through understanding of the written material and the ability to pick up on cues 

provided to the reader.  It is clear that there is a relationship between prosody and 

comprehension, although whether prosody causes increased comprehension or is a result 

of increased comprehension is still debatable. Researchers (e.g., Kuhn, 2009) suggest that 

the relationship is reciprocal. 

Automaticity.  A person’s rate of reading is comprised of automaticity in 

addition to the speed in which the words are read.  When reading fluency skills are 

lacking, a student’s reading is more labored, and thus less efficient.  This inefficient 
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reading style leads to difficulty in remembering what has been read and an inability to 

relate the content to an individual’s own background knowledge.  When less cognitive 

effort is required to decode the words in a passage, readers are able to focus more on the 

meaning of the text, which leads to an overall higher level of comprehension (Musti-Rao, 

Hawkins & Barkley, 2009).  Automaticity, or the ability to get the words off the page 

quick and effortlessly without conscious attention, is an important factor.  The 

availability of attention for complex tasks is limited.  When a reader needs much 

attention to get words off of a page, then the amount of attention that can be given to 

comprehension is significantly decreased (Deeney, 2010; Neddenriep, Skinner, Wallace, 

& McCallum, 2009; Stahl & Kuhn, 2002).  Working memory is also highly impeded 

when multiple cognitive processes are being used, which causes students to have 

difficulty remembering what it is that was just read (Cutting, Materek, Cole, Levine, & 

Mahone, 2009).  Presumably, not being able to remember what was read leads to a lower 

level of comprehension of the overall text.  As described by Wright and Cleary (2006), 

once reading automaticity has been mastered, cognitive resources can be devoted to 

understanding the broader ideas conveyed through the text rather than decoding 

individual word meanings. 

Role of Executive Function.  The relationship between executive functioning 

and reading comprehension is not as well researched as some other factors, such as 

fluency and language.  Deficits in the executive function skills such as inhibition, 

working memory, planning, organization and self-monitoring are commonly associated 

with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) within the school age population. 
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Purvis and Tannock (1997) hypothesized that these skills are also associated with reading 

comprehension abilities, although very few studies have been done to evaluate this claim 

using traditional neuropsychological measures.  Verbal and visual working memory and 

the capacity to plan, organize and monitor information are some of specific executive 

function skills thought to influence the ability to comprehend passages (Sesma, Mahone, 

Levine, Eason, & Cutting, 2008).  Cutting et al. (2009) conducted a study aimed at 

understanding the role of fluency of reading words in isolation and in context, oral 

language proficiencies, and executive function on reading comprehension performance in 

typically developing (TD) children as well as children with a general reading disability 

(GRD) or specific reading comprehension deficits (S-RCD).  This study was designed to 

understand the degree of bottom-up process involvement in reading comprehension, 

especially for the S-RDC group.  

 Participants were excluded from the study based on the presence of a number of 

pre-identified conditions as well as their identified basic reading standard scores. 

Children whose basic reading standard scores fell between the 25th and 40th percentiles 

were not included in the study.  The children were designated as either: TD, GRD or S-

RCD based on their word reading and reading comprehension scores obtained on the 

word identification, word attack, and comprehension subtests of the Woodcock Reading 

Mastery Test – Revised Normative Update (WRMT-R/NU) and the Gray Oral Reading 

Test - Fourth Edition (GORT-4).  Participants in the GRD group had an average score at 

or below the 25th percentile on the WRMT-R/NU as well as a score at or below the 25th 

percentile on at least one measure of reading comprehension, measured by their scores on 
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the GORT-4 or the passage comprehension subtest from the WRMT-R/NU.  Eighteen 

children were placed in the GRD group.  The seventeen participants in the S-RCD group 

demonstrated scores at or above the 40th percentile on the basic reading composite while 

scores on one or more reading comprehension measure fell at or below the 25th 

percentile.  Twenty-one children met the requirements for the TD group, scoring at or 

above the 40th percentile on measures of both basic reading and reading comprehension.  

Measures were obtained on each child in the areas of IQ (i.e., Wechsler Intelligence Scale 

for Children, Third Edition), word fluency (i.e., Test of Word Reading Efficiency – Sight 

Words and Phonemic Decoding), oral language abilities (i.e., Peabody Picture 

Vocabulary Test, Test of Language Development – Intermediate, and Test of Language 

Competence – Expanded), and executive functions (i.e., Tower of London, Elithorn 

Perceptual Maze Test, and Digit Span Backwards from the WISC-III or WISC-IV).  

 Results found by Cutting et al. (2009) indicated notable differences within the 

executive functions associated with the S-RCD group.  Data supported the suggestion 

that executive processes play a significant role in reading comprehension beyond fluency 

and oral language skills.  On tasks of isolated word fluency, both S-RCD and TD children 

demonstrated similar abilities while the GRD group scored significantly lower.  

However, when reading fluency was measured during text reading instead of using 

isolated words, children in the S-RDC scored significantly lower than children in the TD 

group.  While the average isolated word fluency for the S-RDC group was at 

approximately the 50th percentile, word fluency during text reading resulted in an average 

score at approximately the 25th percentile.  Cutting, et al. (2009) suggested that this 
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difference may indicate factors other than processing speed affect contextual word 

fluency versus isolated word fluency. 

Reading Intervention Theory 

History of Reading Fluency Intervention.  Although reading fluency has been a 

topic of interest for quite some time, it was initially not thought to influence a reader to 

the extent that has now been determined.  In the 19th century, William MacKeen Cattell 

introduced the concept that individuals can read a word faster than they can name a 

picture representing the word (as cited in Wolf, 2012).  Cattell’s theory focused on the 

fact that there is an automatic response when individuals read which is much more 

prevalent than that observed when speaking.  Reading fluency was analyzed in the 1940’s 

as elocution instruction for the purpose of pleasing oral discourse (Young, 2011).  At that 

time, there was no focus on the relationship to comprehension, but rather the focus was 

placed on whether or not the reading sounded pleasant.  Smith, Grany, Bray, Wood, and 

Anderson (1952) investigated which specific reading skills were in need of additional 

study, and oral reading was one of the areas that required further evaluation.  This is 

believed by some to be the first research related to what impact reading fluency has on 

overall reading abilities.  

In the 1970’s, LaBerge and Samuels (1974) first constructed a model of how one 

acquires reading automaticity.  This research is perhaps the most accepted theoretical 

framework for considering oral reading fluency as an indicator of overall reading ability 

(Fuchs, Fuchs, & Hosp, 2001).   LaBerge and Samuels’ research emphasized the fact that 

reading fluency was based on reading sub-skills, such as knowledge of letter-sound rules, 
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letter combinations and the meaning of words.  It was also suggested by LaBerge and 

Samuels that the ability to assign more time to understanding text can only be obtained 

once these sub-skills have become automatic.  

A more recent theoretical concept introduced by Posner and Snyder (1975a) 

suggests a dual process approach to reading (as cited in Fuchs, Fuchs, Hosp, & Jenkins, 

2001).  In this model, a stimulus automatically activates a memory location and extends 

to other semantically related memory locations requiring no attentional capabilities.  In 

addition to this process, a second process occurs, which relies on context of the text to 

predict upcoming words and does require attention to the text.  Poor readers, who are 

more likely to depend on the contextual content of a text, exert more effort in identifying 

words based on context rather than memory, resulting in less cognitive ability remaining 

to address higher level activities, such as comprehending the text. 

Psycholinguists present a third theoretical model for reading acquisition which 

focuses on the idea that reading is not a natural biological process, but rather one that 

must be taught (Liberman, 1997).  The alphabetic principal presented by Perfetti 

addresses the intentional and conventional understanding of the way in which alphabetic 

letters relate to the segments of sound they represent (as cited in Foorman, Breier, & 

Fletcher, 2003).  The ability to recognize phonemes in speech, or phonemic awareness, is 

an important feature of accurate decoding.  As readers increase phonemic awareness, 

larger grapheme-phoneme associations can be processed in memory, requiring less 

attentional resources to decode a word (Ehri, 1998).  Ehri describes an example of this 

process as the ability to recognize track as tr-ack rather than t-r-a-ck. This ability to 
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create larger grapheme-phoneme correspondences generally develops around the second 

grade level and is an important component of reading fluency.  

Chomsky (1976) joined the reading fluency researcher in an attempt to address 

the difficulty of teaching reading fluency skills.  His research consisted of playing audio 

recordings for eight-year-old students as they read along in corresponding books.  These 

students were pre-identified as being behind their peers in reading ability.  Following a 

four-month period of this reading strategy, the students were able to read texts which had 

previously been within the frustrational range with adequate oral reading fluency. 

Increases were also noted on these students’ school administered achievement tests.  In 

addition to more fluid reading rates and higher test scores, students began demonstrating 

higher confidence and motivation levels.  Chomsky’s research identified repeated reading 

as a primary means to develop reading fluency, and this remains one of the most effective 

methods of increasing individual reading fluency skills (Young, 2011). 

 Building on the existing concepts of reading fluency acquisition previously 

proposed by LaBerge and Samuels (1974) and Chomsky (1976), Dahl and Samuels 

enhanced the repeated reading technique throughout the 1970’s and 1980’s (Wolf, 2012). 

Their technique allowed an individual to repeatedly read a passage matched at their 

individual level until a designated rate of reading is achieved.  It was at this time that the 

notion that increased reading fluency contributed to increased comprehension was 

introduced.  A variety of reading fluency instruction techniques were introduced 

including repeated reading as well as assisted repeated reading, where a child reads along 

with a fluent reader (Bowers, 1993; Young, Bowers &MacKinnon, 1996).  Through this 
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process of listening and modeling, individuals were able to read with a higher level of 

prosody as well as an increased reading rate (Wolf, 2012).   

Guided Oral Reading.  Guided oral reading continues to be one of the main 

strategies utilized to increase reading fluency skills.  This approach allows students to 

receive explicit guidance and feedback while they are reading orally.  A review of guided 

oral reading studies conducted by the NRP (2000) determined that procedures that 

included guidance from teachers, peers or parents had a significant positive impact on 

word recognition, fluency, and comprehension across a range of grade levels.  

Peer Tutoring.  Class-wide peer tutoring provides opportunities for students to 

practice academic skills as a class while also allowing them to receive instruction and 

immediate error correction through positive feedback (Kourea, Cartledge, & Musti-Rao, 

2007; Neddenriep, et al., 2009).  Studies have shown that reading fluency skills as well as 

reading comprehension skills increased following participation in class-wide peer 

tutoring programs where students read texts to peers who follow a corrective procedure to 

correct word recognition errors.  The consistent feedback and reinforcement from peers 

has been linked to increased reading rates and comprehension (Simmons, Fuchs, Fuchs, 

Hodge, & Mathes, 1994; Kamps, Barbetta, Leonard, & Delquadri, 1994).  

A study by Wright and Cleary (2006) evaluated a cross-age peer tutoring program 

in which peer tutors were used to deliver a reading-rehearsal intervention to struggling 

readers to determine how successfully a specific evidence-based reading intervention 

generalize to a school setting.  This study was conducted with third and fourth grade 

students at four elementary schools within the same school district.  Peer tutors were 
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chosen to alleviate the burden on the teachers, who did not have the available time to 

devote to effectively administer these interventions.  Both tutors and students in need of 

tutoring were nominated by teachers.  Minimum qualifications to be considered for the 

tutoring role included having reading skills at or above a second grade level, the ability to 

demonstrate appropriate behaviors in the absence of direct adult supervision, the 

willingness to assume a helping role, and the ability to consistently follow the steps of the 

tutoring intervention.  Students nominated to be tutored demonstrated significant delays 

in reading fluency skills in comparison to their peers.  These students were expected to 

read at the instructional level in pre-primer text or higher, be willing to read aloud in 

front of the tutor, be able to accept corrective feedback, and be able to demonstrate 

appropriate behaviors in the absence of direct adult supervision.  

The intervention strategy chosen for their study was a “listening-while-reading” 

approach which allows a struggling reader to rehearse the text by following along as a 

more skilled reader reads the text aloud.  The struggling reader then reads the same 

passage aloud while receiving corrective feedback on words which they have not 

mastered (NRP, 2000; Wright & Cleary, 2006).  After the modeling and corrective 

feedback, students were asked to read aloud on their own for a period of one minute.  The 

number of words read correctly per minute was then charted by the student.  

Results of the study indicated that the students receiving this particular 

intervention demonstrated an average reading fluency increase of approximately one 

word per instructional week.  The average fluency rate of the target students prior to 

intervention was 52 words per minute.  At the completion of the intervention, the average 
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fluency rate had grown to 70 words per minute.  While there are not a lot of data 

available to estimate the expected reading fluency growth of a student, data from this 

study indicated a growth rate that is considered “realistic” within the population that was 

being provided with the intervention.  The tutors’ reading fluency rate improved by an 

average of only 0.5 words per instructional week, possibly because the material they were 

reading was at a level which they had already mastered, and therefore did not provide 

additional practice at their current instructional level.  The tutors may not have advanced 

at the same rate as readers who were receiving the instruction because of the fact that 

they were more advanced readers to begin with, and therefore did not have as large of 

gains to make (Wright & Cleary, 2006).  

 The use of peer mediated learning groups, including peer tutoring programs such 

as that studied by Wright and Cleary (2006), has indicated that effective academic 

interventions can prevent and/or remediate reading deficits before they lead to more 

devastating consequences.  Teaching strategies utilizing peers have generally resulted in 

positive outcomes.  Improved academic outcomes have been found when comparing peer 

instructional models to some of the more traditional teacher-led instructional models 

(Algozzine, et al., 2009; Maheady, Mallette, & Harper, 2006; McMaster, Fuchs, & Fuchs, 

2006).  Algozzine, et al. (2009) assessed the effectiveness of providing targeted group 

instruction within the general education setting as a preventative intervention rather than 

pulling the students out of the classroom to receive support.  Second grade students were 

chosen for this study and students were paired with one another to utilize a peer-tutor 

model.  Once a baseline instructional reading level was established, students were asked 
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to read a passage at their designated instructional level.  Student pairs first read the 

passages aloud together, followed by a reading where each member of the pair alternated 

reading a sentence out loud.  This reading strategy provided a fluent model for the 

struggling reader.  Then the struggling reader read the passage aloud and received 

corrective feedback from the tutor.  Following these guided and independent practice 

sessions, the struggling reader is asked to read aloud for a period of one minute to 

determine how many words are correctly read per minute.  This number was then charted 

in the student’s intervention folder.  Results of Algozzine, et al.’s (2009) study indicated 

that students receiving this intervention showed an increase in scores from a mean 

baseline oral reading fluency (ORF) of 51 words per minute to a mean ORF of 91 words 

per minute, which exceeded the district expected benchmark.  The control students 

demonstrated much less growth over the same period of time, increasing from a mean 

baseline ORF of 50 words per minute to only a mean of 70 words per minute.  

Progress Monitoring.  Progress monitoring to evaluate the effectiveness of an 

intervention is an important step in the overall intervention process.  Although originally 

designed for individual progress monitoring of special education student progress and 

instructional effectiveness, curriculum based measurements (CBM) have been found to 

be a highly reliable method for monitoring ORF and making educational decisions for 

both general education and special education students (Busch & Reschly, 2007; Hintze & 

Pelle Petitte, 2001; Stecker, Fuchs, & Fuchs, 2005).  The CBM read aloud measure, 

which consists of a student reading a specific grade level passage out loud for a period of 

one minute to determine the number of correct words read per minute, has been shown to 
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have strong reliability, with correlation coefficients ranging from .82 to .97.  The 

criterion-related validity of CBM read aloud measures compared to other measures of 

reading proficiency, such as teacher reports of reading skills and standardized test scores, 

has coefficients ranging from .63 to .90.  A strong alternate form reliability was noted, 

indicating the acceptability of this measure for monitoring student progress over a period 

of time (Busch & Reschly, 2007).  CBM measures also not only allow for comparison of 

a student’s reading level to the national standardization level, but also to the level of other 

students in his or her classroom.  If a student is performing below the national 

expectation, but equivalent to the peers in his or her class, then a class-wide intervention 

would seem more appropriate for building reading skills rather than an individual student 

intervention. 

Special Education Referrals 

Role of General Education Teacher.  General education teachers are usually 

responsible for the first round of screening for students with a possible learning disorder.  

It has been suggested that a teacher referral for special education is a signal that he or she 

has reached the limits of his or her tolerance of individual differences, is no longer 

optimistic about his or her capacity to deal effectively with a particular student in the 

context of the larger group, and no longer perceives that the student is teachable by him- 

or herself (MacMillan & Sperstein, 2001).  Teachers see their students’ performance 

daily in the classroom and make judgments regarding whether or not they are progressing 

at an appropriate pace.  These judgments are based on a variety of factors, including the 

teachers’ expectations, perceptions, skills and training (Sideridis, Antonious, & 
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Padeliadu, 2008).  Often, there is concern over the reliability and validity of teacher 

referrals, making the referral stage one of the most important steps in the special 

education eligibility process (Hosp & Reschley, 2003).  Inappropriate referrals to special 

education are made for a variety of reasons including teachers’ lack of preparation and 

competence, bias, and the subjectivity within the judgments they make regarding student 

progress (Vaughn, Linan-Thompson, & Hickman, 2003).  It is therefore essential that 

evaluation teams be aware of potential teacher biases, which include, but are not limited 

to, inappropriate behavior, sex, attendance rates, work completion rates, and 

socioeconomic status (SES). 

Behavior problems. Academic problems alone may not be the main reason for a 

special education referral, but rather teacher intolerance to inappropriate social behaviors.  

If a student is progressing at the same level as another struggling student, they may more 

likely be referred to special education if they are also exhibiting behavior problems 

within the classroom setting (Goodman & Webb, 2006).  Initiating academic 

interventions prior to evaluating for special education services would assist in identifying 

those individuals who truly may be experiencing an actual disability in the way that they 

acquire academic information versus those individuals who are simply causing 

disruptions.  Disruptive students may lead the teachers to question whether or not those 

students actually belong in the general education classroom, thus causing a behavioral 

bias with regard to special education referrals.  

 Sex.  Boys are more frequently referred for special education services compared 

to girls. (Lieberman, Kantrowitz, & Flannery, 2005).  Evidence also suggests that boys 
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are more likely to end up receiving special education support following an evaluation 

(Sideridis, et al., 2008; Oswald, Best, Coutinho & Nagel, 2003).  Arms, Bickett and Graf 

(2008) indicate that boys’ classroom behavior is often more rambunctious than girls. 

Girls frequently do not demonstrate disruptive behaviors at the same level as boys and, as 

a result, may be overlooked despite poor academic achievement.  Girls also tend to be 

“pleasers” and work hard to mask their disabilities (Jans and Stoddard, 1999).  Teachers 

more frequently notice the boys who act out, cannot stay in their seats, and disturb the 

classroom environment and therefore refer more boys to receive special education 

services.  Girls often are not referred for additional services until their behavior begins 

gaining attention from the teacher to the extent where they are disruptive to the classroom 

environment.  In contrast, other research indicates that there is no relationship between 

gender and special education referrals (Goodman and Webb, 2006).  These findings 

demonstrate a discrepancy in student referral outcomes and indicate that factors other 

than actual student academic skills may play a role in the referral process.   

Attendance.  Attendance plays a significant role in student achievement.  Student 

absences have gone from the occasional missing day due to illness or family tragedies to 

missing multiple days for reasons such as family vacations, accommodating family 

schedules, accommodating extracurricular activity schedules and peer pressure to skip 

class (Roby, 2003). Overall student achievement is negatively impacted by absenteeism. 

A poor attendance rate was determined to be one of the primary contributing factors 

leading to students having lower test scores than those obtained by students with good 

attendance rates (Dekalb, 1999).  These students typically perform observably weaker in 
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the classroom setting, and demonstrate low academic skills that are likely to be noticed 

by a teacher.  As a result, individuals with poor attendance rates are more likely to be 

referred for additional support.   

 Work habits.  Work habits, including completion of classroom assignments, have 

been attributed to academic achievement (Cooper, 2007).  Problems with work 

completion can be attributed to poor motivation, lack of organizational skills, and 

assignments which are not presented at current academic levels (Bryan & Burstein, 

2004).  Students who demonstrate good work habits generally take appropriate notes 

during instructional time, ask questions when they do not understand something, utilize 

an organizational system such as an agenda, and find homework completion beneficial to 

their future career (Kitsantas & Zimmerman, 2009; Bembenutty, 2011).  Conversely, 

students with poor work habits tend to be more distracted in class, take disorganized 

notes, do not ask questions when confused, studies with external stimuli such as 

television or music present (Bembenutty, 2011).  Students tend to engage in tasks when 

they believe they can be successful and students who are confident in their abilities to 

complete assignments are more likely to exert the effort required to complete those 

assignments (Zimmerman, 2000).  Students who do not feel confident in their ability to 

complete assignments may choose to utilize defensive tactics to mask the fact that they 

cannot do the work.  Rather than making it known to teachers and peers that they are 

incapable of completing a particular task, a student may choose to not complete the 

assignments and then present excuses such as they didn’t have the material, they didn’t 

have time to complete it, they forgot to complete it, etc. (Urdan & Midgley, 2001; Martin, 
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Marsh, & Debus, 2001).  These self-destructive behaviors predict long-term results such 

as academic failure, low self-efficacy, and student rejection of the learning process 

(Bembenutty, 2011).  

Socioeconomic status.  A student’s socioeconomic (SES) level has been shown to 

be associated with educational achievement (Zorigian, 2010).  Significant factors 

associated with poverty can predict academic gaps that may lead to special education 

referrals.  Students who fall into the low SES category experience difficulties beyond the 

school building which impact their ability to be successful in their academic classes. 

These difficulties may include housing instability, residing in poorer neighborhoods with 

fewer community resources, parental stress levels, parental involvement and interaction, 

poor family health care, limited access to books, and poor quality childcare (Ainsworth, 

2002; Skiba, 2008; Zorigian, 2010).  Significant factors associated with poverty can 

predict academic gaps that may lead to special education referrals.  One of the most 

influential factors in child development is the relationship that exists between the child 

and the primary caregiver (Guralnick, 2006).  Often, these relationships are strained when 

the family is living in poverty.  There also tends to be less verbal discussion in families 

living in poverty, leading to limited vocabulary development and fewer academic 

enrichment resources such as books, computers, internet, etc. (Zorigian, 2010).  

Low Achievement Students Versus Special Education Students.  Often it is 

difficult to discriminate between special education students and low-achieving students 

based solely on classroom performance, which leads to a heavy reliance on teacher 

judgment for assistance in the special education identification process.  Historically, 
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when performance of learning disabled students and low achieving students are compared 

in the areas of intelligence, achievement, perceptual motor functioning, behavior and self-

concept, it has been found that few significant mean differences in test performance are 

observed (Shinn, Ysseldyke, Deno, & Tindal, 1986).  Studies have found that 52% to 

70% of students identified with LD do not actually meet the eligibility criteria for 

placement into special education as a student with LD based on the aptitude-achievement 

discrepancy model (MacMillan & Speece, 1999; VanDerHeyden, Witt, & Gilbertson, 

2003). This observed over-identification of learning disabilities indicates that other 

factors are largely influential in the special education placement process, with teacher 

input being one of these factors.  VanDerHeyden, Wit and Gilbertson (2003) suggested 

that the development of procedure to improve referral accuracy will lead to more accurate 

special education placement for students and require less time to be spent on assessments 

for students who ultimately do not end up qualifying for special education services.  

Teachers who work with a student all day have an opportunity to observe not only 

the students’ academic progress, but to also to compare that progress to all other students 

in the same class.  Generally, special education evaluation referrals are made when the 

general education teacher views a student to be progressing at a slower rate than his or 

her peers.  The number of students referred for a special education evaluation by general 

education teachers and those who end up qualifying for services are often quite 

discrepant (Ivarie & Russel, 1992).   Clarizio (1992) found that teachers are frequently 

unable to reliably discriminate between learning disabled students and non-learning 

disabled students, exemplified by the fact that only 54% of the referrals made for a 
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possible LD resulted in a special education classification.  This difference in the number 

of students who meet eligibility criteria compared to the number of initial referrals 

indicates that while general education teachers are good judges of a child’s academic 

performance, they are not necessarily able to identify which ones require special 

education support (Abebe & Hailemariam, 2008).   Conducting special education 

evaluations for students who ultimately do not qualify to receive special education 

services takes a great deal of both time and money.  In addition, conducting a special 

education evaluation without proper substantiation of the need for referral may delay the 

assistance that the student receives within the general education classroom setting (Fuchs, 

Fuchs & Bahr, 1990; Ivarie & Russel, 1992).  

Intervention Assistance Teams.  An evaluation of the impact of trained school-

based intervention assistance teams conducted by Ivarie and Russel (1992) found that 

initially teachers expressed concern regarding the fact that a new intervention step would 

possibly create a prolonged delay in access to special education services.  Following the 

implementation of the intervention teams program, an opposing viewpoint was actually 

expressed by the teachers involved.  Rather than observing a delay in services, the 

teachers recognized the intervention team process as an advantage since it provided 

immediate help with the problems noticed in the classroom.  Struggling students received 

assistance within approximately one week.  This time frame was much more efficient in 

that it provided immediate support rather than waiting until after the evaluation was 

completed, which could take up to sixty days.  For students who continued to 

demonstrate a need for additional support following the intervention, the data collected 
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from the intervention assisted in identifying specific strengths and weaknesses. 

Intervention data also provided good supporting documentation for formal special 

education referrals. 

Data provided by Ivarie and Russel (1992) also demonstrated an increase in 

accurate referrals to special education, or what they referred to as verifiable referrals 

following the creation of an intervention team process.  A verifiable referral was 

considered one that resulted in the student’s eligibility for special education services.  

The intervention team determined educational needs and implemented a variety of 

appropriate interventions prior to requesting special education consideration.  Prior to use 

of the intervention teams, the number of verifiable referrals ranged in the first year of the 

program from 17% to 84%.  Following the implementation, the number of verifiable 

referrals was consistently maintained at a level of 86%. Intervention teams created during 

the second year saw similar results, with beginning verifiable referral rates ranging from 

17% to 84%, and post intervention team verifiable referral rates hitting 92%.  

 Goodman and Webb (2006) examined the legitimacy of teacher-based special 

education referrals by reviewing the curriculum based reading measures of students who 

were referred for a special education evaluation.  Prior to the special education referral, 

intervention services were provided through the schools’ intervention assistance team, 

but an evaluation was eventually initiated on each student.  Following a complete special 

education evaluation using the aptitude-achievement discrepancy model, 36% of the 

sample population was found to qualify for special education services.  Out of the 66 

third and fourth grade students who participated in this study, 21 students were diagnosed 
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with a reading disability, two students were qualified under the category of emotionally 

disturbed and one student qualified for services under the category of other health 

impaired.  The other 42 students in this sample population were not found to be eligible 

for special education services.  

When analyzing the sample used by Goodman and Webb (2006), almost half of 

the participants had met the minimum competency standards on their mandatory state 

reading assessment.  Given that these results indicated that the participants were capable 

of reading at grade level, it was assumed that other factors were involved with the special 

education referral made by the teacher.  One possible factor may be lack of student 

motivation.  The students who participated in this study were referred mainly due to 

failing grades. Goodman and Webb (2006) suggest that these students who have the 

ability but do not demonstrate those skills in the classroom may not have sufficient 

motivation to do their best within the classroom setting, but are motivated to do well on 

the state-wide assessments because of the consequences of failing, such as retention.  

Cost of Evaluations.  In addition to the time spent by the school staff involved in 

the evaluation process, financial resources including staff funding and the cost of 

assessment materials are also utilized during a special education evaluation.  In Goodman 

and Webb’s (2006) study, nearly two thirds of the students evaluated did not qualify for 

special education services.  The cost of the assessment for the students who did not 

qualify was essentially wasted.  The data obtained from using the aptitude-achievement 

discrepancy model of assessment did not suggest the need for special education services 

and also was not useful in providing guidance to general education teachers in choosing 
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more effective instructional materials (Vaughn & Fuchs, 2003).  

Summary of the Literature 

It has been estimated that SLD students make up 43.3% of all students with 

disabilities between the ages of 6 to 21, with the majority of these students requiring 

additional support due to deficient reading skills.  Recent literature suggests that 

evidence-based, peer tutoring intervention programs have been successful in increasing 

both reading fluency and reading comprehension skills.  A student’s ability to read 

proficiently is impacted by many factors.  These factors may include learning differences 

within the student, differentiated levels of family support, and differentiated levels of 

instruction.  General education teachers are the professionals who spend the majority of 

the school day with a student and are often thought of as the first line of identification 

when considering special education needs.  However, there are many variables which 

may impact the reliability of a teacher’s referral, including the student’s behavior, teacher 

efficacy and tolerance, classroom resources, and peer group comparison.   

It is often quite difficult to determine individual student needs based only on 

classroom performance, which introduces the need for subjective information such as 

teacher judgment in special education evaluation decisions.  Given the subjectivity of 

teacher reports, the number of students referred for a special education evaluation by 

general education teachers and those who end up qualifying for services are often quite 

discrepant.  Literature supports the suggestion that teachers are frequently unable to 

reliably discriminate between learning disabled students and non-learning disabled 

students, resulting in an average of only 54% of referred students eventually qualifying 
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for special education support.  

Unwarranted special education evaluations are quite costly to school districts and 

staff members.  The costs associated with these evaluations include time required of staff, 

financial resources for evaluation equipment and loss of instructional time for the 

students during the testing process.  The purpose of this study was to determine whether 

systematic implementation of evidence-based reading interventions prevent unwarranted 

special education referrals.  Data collected provide information regarding the number of 

overall special education referrals made as well as the percentage of referrals eventually 

resulting in special education placement between students who received the reading 

intervention and those who did not.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 A detailed description of the methodology used throughout this study is presented 

in this chapter.  Factors discussed include participant selection, intervention instruments, 

experimental procedures and the manner in which the data were analyzed.  

Participants 

 This study was conducted at a middle school in southern Arizona, with an annual 

enrollment of approximately 800 students in sixth, seventh and eighth grades.  The 

student population is divided nearly equally between males (51%) and females (49%). 

The average ethnic breakdown of the school population across the four years of the study 

is as follows: Asian – 4%, Black – 4%, Hispanic – 21%, Indian – 1%, White – 70%.   The 

potential participant pool consisted of the entire general education student population, 

due to the fact that any students had the possibility of being referred by their general 

education teacher.  

During the pre-intervention period of this study (2008-2009 and 2009-2010 

academic years), the discussed reading intervention was not implemented with students 

who were of concern to teachers.  During the intervention period of this study (2010-

2011 and 2011-2012 academic years), the reading intervention was implemented with all 

students who were identified as having academic concerns by teachers.  These sample 

group sizes were consistent throughout the study, and apply to all following research 

questions.  Actual participants included 68 students, consisting of 48 students during the 

pre-intervention period (22 students during the first year and 26 students during the 
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second year) and 20 students during the intervention period (16 students during the third 

year and four students during the fourth year).  These 68 students were selected based on 

teacher referral.  Students who were identified as having academic weaknesses and the 

potential need for special education services were referred for additional evaluation and 

support.  Once referred by a general education teacher, a student became part of the 

current study.  All other students in the general school population were either already 

identified as having a need for specialized instruction and/or support or did not appear to 

demonstrate a need for specialized instruction and/or support.  Of the sample population, 

40 students (59%) were male and 28 students (41%) were female. The participants 

consisted of 29 sixth grade students (42.6%), 23 seventh grade students (33.8%) and 16 

eighth grade students (23.5%) students.  Given that the participant pool consisted of any 

student who was demonstrating academic difficulties, students from all grade levels were 

considered in this study.  There was no reason to expect that grade level would be a 

significant factor in the referral process.  

An annual analysis of the number of students who qualified for free and reduced 

lunches was done as a measure of socioeconomic status (SES).  This analysis indicated 

that five (22.7%) of the participants qualified for free and reduced lunch during the first 

year compared to 165 (21%) students in the overall school population.  During year two 

of the study, nine (34.6%) participants qualified for free and reduced lunch compared to 

185 (23%) students in the overall school population.  Year three of the study indicated 

that 10 (62.5%) participants in the study qualified for free and reduced lunch compared to 

232 (29%) students who qualified in the overall school population.  During the final year 
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of the study, two (50%) participants qualified for free and reduced lunch compared to 356 

(44%) students within the total school population who met qualification criteria.  At the 

time of identification, none of the students involved in the study had any previous 

participation within the special education program.  

Intervention Instruments 

 Pre-existing grade leveled ORF probes were obtained from 

http://www.easycbm.com.  Probes available from this website were generated by the 

University of Oregon in 2008.  Probes were generated and utilized for intervention 

purposes based on the obtained student reading fluency level.  

Design/Procedure 

Prior to attending a student study team (SST) meeting to request an evaluation for 

special education services for a student, teachers were asked to refer these students to the 

intervention team.  Once referred, ORF grade level was obtained by the school 

psychologist.  To determine the instructional ORF level, reading fluency probes were 

administered beginning at grade level and decreasing in grade level until the student 

demonstrated mastery.  Grade level reading probes were determined by the Dale-Chall 

readability formula.  The Dale-Chall readability formula was chosen for this study 

because of its documented reliability in the middle school grades.  In addition, the Dale-

Chall readability formula uses more than 3,000 age-appropriate words for evaluating text 

in comparison to other readability approaches, which are designed to analyze only the 

number of letters per word and words per sentence in a particular text (Hintze & Pelle 

Petitte, 2001; Klare, 1984).  The number of words read correctly during a one-minute 



47 
 

reading period were determined and compared to mastery levels generated by Hasbrouck 

and Tindal (2006).  Students who fall below the mastery level for their grade were 

administered additional probes at successively lower grade levels, until mastery level 

were obtained.  Mastery level was determined when the median score from three identical 

grade level probes was at or above the predetermined estimated expected number of 

words correctly read per minute for that specific grade level.  The reading fluency probes 

were administered using a standardized protocol in an attempt to minimize differences 

among the administrators.  

 Similar to the procedure previously described by Wright and Cleary (2006), 

students followed a listening-while-reading procedure to maximize their reading 

intervention effects.  The peer coach read through the ORF probe at the beginning of the 

intervention period to model efficient reading.  Once the target student had heard the 

passage, they were asked to read it aloud, with corrective feedback provided by the peer 

coach as needed.  This reading was untimed and provided an opportunity for the student 

to become familiar and comfortable with the passage.  Once the student had read through 

the passage with correction, he or she was then provided with specific directions for the 

reading fluency measure.  A timer was then set for one minute, and the student was asked 

to read to the best of their ability, with the goal being to read as many words as possible 

within the one-minute period.  Word assistance was provided by the coach following a 

three second delay, and then marked as an error.  Following the one-minute reading, the 

total number of correct words read, as well as the number of errors made were recorded 

and indicated on a daily progress chart.  
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Daily interventions were administered by peers rather than teachers in an attempt 

to make the process practical and manageable in the classroom.  This intervention method 

was easy to implement without taking teacher time away from the scheduled curriculum. 

Students were able to take ownership of the intervention program by monitoring their 

own progress and seeing immediate feedback regarding their reading level.  Peer tutors 

were referred by general education classroom teachers based on a review of previous 

classroom grades, review of performance on state and district academic testing, and 

character referrals by previous teachers.  It was requested that peer tutors be capable of 

fluently reading at grade level, although they did not need to demonstrate advanced 

reading skills.  Peer tutors were trained on the intervention procedures by the school 

psychologist.  A coach card with specific directions for each step of the intervention was 

provided to the peer tutor to use throughout the intervention (see Appendix A).  

Students were monitored throughout the intervention period using CBM probes at 

their instructional reading level.  Daily charting was done to monitor student growth (see 

Appendix B).  At least once a week the peer tutors were observed during the intervention 

period to allow for an integrity check, using a standard integrity checklist (see Appendix 

C).  During the integrity check, inter-rater agreement was computed by dividing the 

number of words from a passage on which both raters were in agreement by the number 

of agreements plus disagreements.  Inter-rater agreement fell within the acceptable range 

on all integrity checks, indicating treatment integrity throughout the study.  

The intervention continued for a period of 15 intervention sessions prior to 

determining the need for a referral for a special education evaluation.  If a student was 
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absent for any days during the intervention period, the intervention length was extended 

to allow each participant to receive intervention for 15 days.  At the end of the 15-day 

intervention period, students’ progress was evaluated to determine if progress was being 

made, or if it was necessary to refer the student to an SST meeting to discuss the possible 

need for a special education evaluation.  

The peer interventions were administered in a classroom setting, although not the 

classroom which the struggling reader typically attended.  While the intervention took 

place in an isolated area of the classroom such as a back corner or study carrel, the 

participants in the intervention were within viewing distance of a teacher throughout the 

intervention period.  The teacher was available to monitor student behavior and ensure 

that the students were engaging in the appropriate activity, although not within close 

enough proximity to hear the actual intervention activity.  

The peer tutoring intervention was implemented school-wide and accepted as a 

school policy at the beginning of the 2010 school year.  As a result, parents of all students 

are notified as part of the registration documentation that students would be receiving this 

academic intervention if the educational team feels it is necessary.  In addition to this 

notification, parents are given the option to contact the school psychologist for additional 

information or to address any specific concerns.  Formal consent for a special education 

evaluation was obtained for any student who was evaluated as part of this study, as 

required by federal special education regulations.  

Independent and Dependent Measures 

 The first independent measure consisted of the intervention provided prior to 
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evaluation for special education, with students either receiving no intervention or 

receiving ORF intervention.  Students in the ‘no intervention’ sample consisted of all 

individuals who were referred to an SST for an evaluation for a special education services 

during the years prior to the intervention implementation.  Providing an evidence-based 

ORF intervention prior to attending an SST to request a special education evaluation was 

adopted as a school policy during the 2010-2011 school year.  As a result, every student 

who was referred from the general education population as possibly requiring a special 

education evaluation participated in the daily intervention program, and was considered a 

member of the ‘intervention’ sample. 

A second independent variable was sex.  Students were identified as either male 

or female for purposes of analysis.  A third independent variable was attendance rates. 

Students were rated as having either poor or acceptable attendance rates by their general 

education classroom teachers.  A fourth independent variable was work habits.  Students 

were rated as having either poor or acceptable work habits, measured in part by work 

completion rates, by their general education classroom teachers as part of this study.  The 

final independent variable was SES.  Students were identified as being in the low SES 

group if they meet the qualifications to receive free or reduced lunch at school.  

The first dependent measure was the overall number of students who were 

referred for special education evaluations.  It was hypothesized that students who 

participate in an effectively implemented intervention program would demonstrate 

increased reading skills that would lead to a reduction in the number of those students 

who were referred for special education testing.  A second dependent measure was the 
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percentage of individuals referred for an evaluation who met the eligibility criteria for 

placement in special education.  It was hypothesized that students who are referred for 

special education testing after they had participated in an intervention program would be 

more likely to meet the eligibility criteria for placement in special education. 

Data Analysis 

 The purpose of this study was to compare the amounts of special education 

referrals and qualifications following the implementation of an evidence-based 

intervention.  The data were analyzed using appropriate Statistical Packages for the 

Social Sciences (SPSS) (2010).  

Data analyses was conducted through the use of nonparametric statistics due to 

the fact that the distributions failed to meet the assumptions of parametric tests (i.e., t-

tests), since the measures were both nominal and interval-scale variables.  This study 

required the use of nonparametric data because of the small sample size and the unequal 

number of participants in each group, which were a reality to the population groups that 

naturally occurred in the schools.  

 Chi-square analyses was used to examine the results of an intervention 

program with the independent variable, (i.e., intervention provided or not provided) on 

the dependent variables, the number of special education referrals made and the 

percentage of students meeting the eligibility criteria for placement in special education, 

as previously described.  Chi-square goodness-of-fit tests were performed to determine 

whether the student characteristics of sex, work habits, attendance and socioeconomic 

status were equally referred for special education evaluations.  Expected frequency 
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counts are 34 for each variable in the chi-square tests of goodness-of-fit analyzed in 

research questions 3, 4, 5 and 6.   

For dichotomous data, use of the squared Pearson correlation coefficient (r2) is 

mathematically and statistically equivalent to that of the value of Phi coefficient squared 

(Φ2).  The obtained r2 will therefore be used as a proxy measure to determine effect size 

(i.e., small, medium and large) for research questions 1 and 2.  The one way goodness-of-

fit analysis has no known adequate method of determining effect size. Therefore, no 

effect size will be reported regarding the relationship between teacher referrals and the 

student characteristics of sex, work habits, attendance and socioeconomic status.   
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

This chapter presents the results of the statistical analysis of the research study. 

First, demographic data regarding the study participants will be presented, followed by a 

presentation of each analysis by research question.  Chi-square analysis was conducted 

and results are provided individually for each research questions 1 and 2.  Chi-square 

tests of goodness-of-fit were performed to determine whether each student characteristic 

of sex, attendance, work habits and socioeconomic status had a significant relationship to 

teacher referrals for special education.  These results are reported individually for 

research questions 3, 4, 5, and 6.  

Description of Sample Characteristics 

The participants in this study consisted of 68 students who were enrolled in the 

sixth, seventh and eighth grades.  Data regarding sex, attendance rates, work habits and 

socioeconomic status were collected and analyzed regarding their relation to special 

education referrals.  

Analysis of Research Questions 

 The following research questions were of interest in this study and related to the 

incidence of special education referrals and resulting placement following student study 

team (SST) evaluations.  Hypothesis analyses are presented individually for each research 

question.  Table 1 presents data regarding the pre-intervention student population as it 

relates to initial teacher identification of students who possibly need special education 

services, the number of overall SST meetings, the number of special education 
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evaluations conducted and the number of students who qualified for special education 

placement.  Table 2 presents data regarding the intervention student population as it 

relates to initial teacher identification of students who possibly need special education 

services, the number of overall SST meetings, the number of special education 

evaluations conducted and the number of students who qualified for special education 

placement.  Both tables 1 and 2 present data that address all of the research questions and 

hypotheses.  

Table 1 

Pre-Intervention Population Data Regarding Teacher Referrals, Student 
Study Team Meetings, Special Education Evaluations and Special 
Education Placement 

  08/09 09/10 

  Total Male Female Total Male Female 

population 787 
403 

(51%) 
384 

(49%) 806 
416 

(52%) 
390 

(48%) 

# of Initial ID 
of problems 22 

15 
(68%) 

7 
(32%) 26 

14 
(54%) 

12 
(46%) 

SST Meetings 22 
15 

(68%) 
7 

(32%) 26 
14 

(54%) 
12 

(46%) 

# Tested After 
SST 11 

10 
(91%) 

1  
(9%) 12 

7  
(58%) 

5  
(42%) 

# Qualified 
After Testing 2 

2 
(100%) 

0  
(0%) 9 

5  
(56%) 

4  
(44%) 

% of SST’s 
who Qualified 
for Special 
Education 9%     31%     
% of SST’s 
who Qualifed 
for Special 
Education 
over 2 year 
period  23% 
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Table 2 

Intervention Population Data Regarding Teacher Referrals, Student Study 
Team Meetings, Special Education Evaluations and Special Education 
Placement 
  10/11 11/12 
  Total Male Female Total Male Female 

population 801 

409 
(51%) 

392 
(49%) 808 

410 
(51%) 

398 
(49%) 

# of Initial ID 
of problems 16 

8  
(50%) 

8  
(50%) 4 

3  
(75%) 

1  
(25%) 

SST Meetings 8 

4  
(50%) 

4 
 (50%) 1 

1  
(100%) 

0  
(0%) 

# Tested After 
SST 8 

4  
(50%) 

4  
(50%) 1 

1  
(100%) 

0  
(0%) 

# Qualified 
After Testing 4 

1  
(25%) 

3  
(75%) 1 

1  
(100%) 

0  
(0%) 

% of SST’s 
who Qualified 
for Special 
Education 50%     100%     
% of SST’s 
who Qualifed 
for Special 
Education 
over 2 year 
period  56% 

 

Research Question 1: Reduction in Special Education Referrals 

 Does the effective implementation of a daily reading fluency intervention reduce 

the number of referrals for special education services within a school’s population?  This 

question addresses the quantity of referrals made by teachers on an annual basis.  

In order to answer this question, the total number of referrals for special education 

evaluations was identified on an annual basis.  Requests for special education evaluations 
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were made for a total of 48 students during the pre-intervention period.  Nine students 

were referred for special education evaluations during the intervention period.  

Chi square analysis for research question 1 (number of students referred for 

special education evaluations) included a violation of the statistics, which was expected 

by the researcher.  All of the students in the non-intervention portion of this study were 

referred for special education evaluation after initial concerns were noted by the teacher. 

This resulted in no individuals being identified as having a potential need for special 

education and not being referred for an evaluation.  One cell had less than a frequency 

equal to five, which exceeded Cochran’s rule of less than or equal to 20%, because in a 

2x2 design, with two dichotomous variables, one cell would account for 25%.  However, 

for these statistical results, SPSS (2010) corrected the “minimum expected count” to fe = 

3.24 to make this result more accurate.  This application of Yate’s correction (1934) is 

accurate and appropriate for use with a 2x2 crosstabulation analysis table, as was used in 

this data analysis. 

Using an a prior alpha level of 0.05 as the criterion for significance, results of the 

chi-square analysis indicated that there was a significant reduction in the number of 

referrals for special education evaluations once the daily reading intervention had been 

implemented, χ2(1, N = 68) = 31.50, p < 0.001, Φ2 = 0.46. These results showed that 

implementing an effective reading intervention prior to referring a student for special 

education services decreased the need for those students to be evaluated for special 

education services.  This was supported by observing the number of students who were 

referred for evaluation fall from 48 out of a possible 1593 students (3%) during the pre-
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intervention period to 9 out of a possible 1609 students (0.6%) during the intervention 

period.  The calculated effect size (Φ
2 = 0.46) indicates that 46% of the variability in the 

number of students that teachers referred for special education evaluations was accounted 

for by the implementation of a daily reading intervention prior to referral.  Considered a 

large effect (Gravetter & Wallnau, 2007), this indicated that implementing a daily reading 

intervention had a great impact on the number of students who were referred for special 

education evaluations.  

It was hypothesized that effective implementation of a reading fluency 

intervention would result in a reduction in the number of overall referrals for special 

education evaluations.  Results of this study supported that hypothesis.  

Research Question 2: Increased Rate of Special Education Placement 

 Does the effective implementation of a daily oral reading fluency intervention 

increase the percentage of warranted special education referrals that are made by teaching 

staff?  This question addresses the quality and validity of referrals made by teachers on 

an annual basis.  

In order to answer this question, the total percentage of referred students who 

qualified for special education services was calculated on an annual basis.  During the 

pre-intervention period, 11 of the 48 referred students (23%) qualified for special 

education services.  During the intervention period, five of the nine referred students 

(56%) qualified for special education services. 

As was the case with research question 1, chi-square analysis for research 

question 2 (rate of special education placement) included a violation of the statistics, 
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which was expected by the researcher.  The students who were not referred for 

evaluations following an SST meeting had no opportunity to qualify for special education 

services.  As a result, one cell had less than a frequency equal to five, which exceeded 

Cochran’s rule of less than or equal to 20%, because in a 2x2 design, with two 

dichotomous variables, one cell would account for 25%.  However, for these statistical 

results, SPSS (2010) corrected the minimum expected count to fe = 2.59 to make this 

result more accurate.  This application of Yate’s correction (1934) is accurate and 

appropriate for use with a 2x2 crosstabulation analysis table, as was used in this data 

analysis. 

Using an a prior alpha level of 0.05 as the criterion for significance, results of the 

chi-square analysis indicated that there was a significant increase observed in the 

percentage of referred students who qualified for special education placement following 

the implementation of an intervention, χ
2 (1, N = 68) = 4.04, p = 0.04, Φ2 = 0.06.  These 

results showed that implementing an effective reading intervention prior to referring a 

student for special education services increased the likelihood that referred individuals 

actually required special education support.  This finding is supported by comparing the 

percentage of referred students who qualified for services during the pre-intervention 

period (23%) to the percentage of referred students who qualified for services during the 

intervention period (56%).  Regarding effect size (Φ
2 = 0.06), 6% of the variability in the 

number of students who qualified for special education services after teachers referred 

them for evaluations was accounted for by providing a daily reading intervention prior to 

referral.  Considered a small effect (Gravetter & Wallnau, 2007), this indicated that 
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implementing a daily reading intervention does not have a large impact on whether 

students qualify for special education services following an evaluation.  

It was hypothesized that students who were referred for special education 

evaluations following participation in an effective reading fluency intervention would be 

more likely to meet the eligibility criteria for placement in special education.  Results of 

this study supported that hypothesis.  

The following research questions relate to the sample characteristics of students 

who are noted by their teachers to potentially be in need of special education support.  

Research Question 3: Effects of Sex on Referrals 

Does a student’s sex influence the amount of special education referral by 

teachers?  This question addresses the characteristics of students referred by teachers on 

an annual basis.  

In order to answer this question, the sex of all participants was analyzed.  During 

the pre-intervention period, a total of 29 males (60%) were initially identified and 

referred by general education teachers as demonstrating a need for specialized support. 

Nineteen female students (40%) were identified during this period.  During the 

intervention period, 11 male students (55%) and nine female students (45%) were 

initially identified as demonstrating a potential need for special education support. 

Resulting SST meetings were scheduled for nine (45%) of these 20 students due to 

continued demonstration of support following participation in the intervention.  

Following the SST meeting, all nine students (100%) were formally evaluated for special 

education services, including a total of five males (56%) and four females (44%). 
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A chi-square test of goodness-of-fit was performed to determine whether males 

and females were equally identified as possibly needing special education evaluations by 

teachers, χ2 (1, N = 68) = 2.12, p = 0.15.  While more males (n=40, 59%) than females 

(n=28, 41%) were referred for or identified as possibly requiring special education 

services, there was not a significant relationship observed between these variables.   

Using an a prior alpha level of 0.05 as the criterion for significance, results of the 

chi-square analysis indicated that there was no significant difference within the sex of 

students who were referred for an SST meeting to request a special education evaluation, 

χ
2 (1, N = 68) = 0.10, p = 0.75.  These results showed that teachers were not more likely 

to refer students for special education evaluations based on the student’s sex.   

It was hypothesized that boys would be referred for special education evaluations 

at a higher rate than girls. Results of this study did not support that hypothesis.  

Research Question 4: Effects of Work Habits on Referrals 

 Do a student’s work habits, including work completion rates, influence the rate of 

special education referral by teachers?  This question addresses the characteristics of 

students referred by teachers on an annual basis.  

In order to answer this question, all referred students’ work habits were analyzed.  

Students were qualitatively rated by their classroom teachers as having either poor or 

acceptable work habits.  Poor work habits were characterized by multiple missing 

assignments which resulted in a decrease in demonstrated knowledge in the classroom. 

For example, a student who failed to complete classroom and homework assignments 

resulting in the inability to appropriately participate in classroom activities and 
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demonstrate that they understood the material would be considered to have poor work 

habits. Lack of participation in classroom activities also was factored into the poor work 

habits category.  Acceptable work habits were described as the student completing work 

in a manner that allowed them to be capable of demonstrating knowledge in the 

classroom.  For example, a student who had completed all assigned classroom and 

homework tasks was considered to have acceptable work habits.  In addition, students 

may have been identified as having acceptable work habits if they had a minimal number 

of missing assignments but were capable of demonstrating that they had acquired the 

material presented throughout the classroom instructional period.  This demonstration of 

knowledge was measured by classroom assignment grades. 

 A chi-square test of goodness-of-fit was performed to determine whether students 

with poor work habits and students with acceptable work habits were equally identified 

as possibly needing special education evaluations by teachers, χ
2 (1, N = 68) = 1.47, p = 

0.23.  These data indicated that no significant relationship was observed between teacher 

identification of students in possible need of special education services and their work 

habits.    

 Using an a prior alpha level of 0.05 as the criterion for significance, results of the 

chi-square analysis indicated that there was no significant difference observed based on 

the work habits of students who were referred for an SST meeting to request a special 

education evaluation, χ2 (1, N = 68) = 3.21, p = 0.07.  These results showed that teachers 

were not more likely to refer students for special education evaluations based on the 

students’ work completion habits.    
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 It was hypothesized that students who are referred for special education 

evaluations are more likely to demonstrate poor work habits.  Results of this study did not 

support that hypothesis.  

Research Question 5: Effects of Attendance on Referrals 

 Does a student’s attendance influence the rate of special education referral by 

teachers?  This question addresses the characteristics of students referred by teachers on 

an annual basis.  

In order to answer this question, the attendance pattern of all referred students was 

analyzed.  Students were qualitatively rated by their classroom teachers as having either 

poor or acceptable attendance patterns.  Students were identified as having poor 

attendance if they had missed frequent days of school and demonstrated a significant 

decline in academic performance as a result (e.g., missing assignments due to absences, 

inability to demonstrate knowledge presented during classroom instructional times due to 

missing instruction).  Acceptable attendance was noted if a student had few to no missing 

days of school. During the pre-intervention period, 34 of the 48 students referred for 

evaluations demonstrated poor attendance.  During the intervention period, while eleven 

of the 20 students initially identified by teachers had poor attendance rates, none of the 

nine students actually referred for evaluations were considered to have poor attendance.  

A chi-square test of goodness-of-fit was performed to determine whether students 

with poor attendance and students with acceptable attendance were equally identified as 

possibly needing special education evaluations by teachers, χ
2 (1, N = 68) = 7.12, p = 

0.01.  These data indicated that a significant relationship was observed between teacher 



63 
 

identification of students in possible need of special education services and their 

attendance pattern.  Students with poor attendance were more likely to be referred for 

special education evaluations than students who demonstrated acceptable attendance 

patterns.  

Using an a prior alpha level of 0.05 as the criterion for significance, results of the 

chi-square analysis indicated that there was a significant difference identified within the 

attendance patterns of students who were referred for an SST meeting to request a special 

education evaluation, χ2 (1, N = 68) = 13.51, p  < 0.001.  These results showed that 

students were more likely to be referred for special education evaluations if they 

demonstrate poor attendance patterns.  Based on teacher reports for the students who 

were referred for evaluations during the pre-intervention period, 34 students (71%) 

demonstrated behaviors indicative of poor attendance.  These data are compared to data 

indicating that poor attendance rates were observed in 11 out of the 20 students (55%) 

who were initially identified by teachers as possibly needing special education 

evaluations and no students (0%) who were actually referred for evaluations during the 

intervention period.  

 It was hypothesized that students who are referred for special education 

evaluations are more likely to have poor attendance rates.  Results of this study supported 

that hypothesis.  

Research Question 6: Effects of Socioeconomic Status on Referrals 

 Does a student’s socioeconomic status (SES) influence the rate of special 

education referral by teachers?  This question addresses the characteristics of students 
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referred by teachers on an annual basis.  

In order to answer this question, the SES of all participants was analyzed.  SES 

was determined by identifying students as either qualifying or not qualifying for the free 

and reduced lunch program at school.  Of the 57 students who were referred by teachers 

to an SST meeting, 14 out of 48 students (29%) referred during the pre-intervention 

period met the eligibility criteria for receiving free or reduced lunch at school.  During 

the intervention period, seven out of nine students (78%) met the eligibility criteria to 

receive free or reduced lunch at school.  

A chi-square test of goodness-of-fit was performed to determine whether students 

who qualified for free/reduced lunch and students who did not qualify for free/reduced 

lunch were equally identified as possibly needing special education evaluations by 

teachers, χ2 (1, N = 68) = 3.77, p = 0.05.  These data indicated that a significant 

relationship was observed between teacher identification of students in possible need of 

special education services and their SES level.    

Using an a prior alpha level of 0.05 as the criterion for significance, results of the 

chi-square analysis indicated that there was no significant difference observed based on 

the SES of students who were referred for an SST meeting to request a special education 

evaluation, χ2 (1, N = 68) = .29, p = 0.59.  These results indicated that students were not 

more likely to be referred for special education evaluations based on their SES level 

following an SST meeting.  

It was hypothesized that students who are referred for special education 

evaluations are more likely to meet the eligibility criteria to receive free or reduced lunch 
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at school. Results of this study supported that hypothesis when investigating initial 

identification of students by teachers.  The hypothesis was not supported when examining 

the participants who were referred for SST meetings following participation in the 

reading intervention program.   
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

 This chapter summarizes the results, which were obtained from this study and 

discusses how the results are related to previous research findings.  This chapter also 

discusses practical implications of the findings, the limitations of this study, and 

recommendations for future research.  

Purpose of the Study 

 While substantial literature exists regarding the effectiveness of evidence-based 

academic interventions in building skill deficits, there is a much smaller body of research 

available regarding whether implementation of those interventions affect the quantity 

and/or quality of special education referrals.  This study explored this topic in an attempt 

to determine whether implementing a simple reading intervention could affect the 

number of evaluations which were requested each year, as well as whether  the referrals 

that were made to special education resulted in an eventual placement of a student in the 

special education program.  Individual characteristics of the sample population were also 

analyzed to investigate whether sex, work completion rates, attendance pattern or 

socioeconomic status were related to whether a student was referred for a special 

education evaluation.  

Results of the Study 

 The first research question in the study was: Does the effective implementation of 

a daily oral reading fluency intervention reduce the number of referrals for special 

education services within a school’s population?  This question addresses the overall 
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quantity of referrals made each year for special education evaluations and analyzed the 

total number of referrals that were made by general education teachers on a yearly basis. 

The results indicated that effectively implementing a reading fluency intervention within 

the general education setting does significantly reduce the number of students who are 

referred for special education evaluations.  These findings are consistent with those 

obtained by VanDerHeyden, Witt, and Gilbertson. (2003).  The ability to reduce special 

education referrals is important, as it allows resources to be distributed more accurately to 

individuals who are truly in need of specialized support.   

 The number of students who were initially identified by teachers as possibly 

needing special education services was significantly reduced following the 

implementation of a school-wide reading intervention program, indicating that fewer 

students were referred for evaluations even before they actively participated in the 

intervention program.  It is unclear what led to this reduction in initially identified 

students.  One possible reason for this reduction may be that teachers began to recognize 

actual special education needs versus general education instruction needs.  As a result, 

teachers may have been more willing and able to identify effective strategies to use 

within their own classroom rather than referring the student for special education 

services.  A second possibility is that teachers may not have wanted to complete the 

additional requirement of filling out an intervention referral form.  Considering that 

teachers are quite busy throughout the day and are required to engage in increasing levels 

of responsibilities on an annual basis, the completion of the intervention referral form 

may have been a lower priority than some other priorities, resulting in fewer overall 
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referrals to the intervention team. 

 The second research question that was addressed in this study was: Does the 

effective implementation of a daily reading fluency intervention increase the percentage 

of warranted special education referrals that are made by teaching staff?  This question 

aims to address the quality of special education referrals and provide some data on which 

to base a referral in addition to teachers’ subjective narratives.  Analysis of the data 

indicated that referred students who had participated in a reading fluency intervention 

demonstrated a significantly higher probability of meeting the eligibility criteria for 

placement in special education following an evaluation.  These results are consistent with 

findings by Ivarie and Russel (1992) and indicate that implementation of an effective 

reading fluency intervention can lead to a higher proportion of accurate special education 

referrals.  As previously stated, this allows distribution of school resources to be more 

appropriately dispersed.  It also leads to accurate representation of a student’s true 

abilities rather than allowing for mistakenly labeling that student as having a disability.  

 A third research question of interest in this study was: Does a student’s sex 

influence the rate of special education referrals by teachers?  This question attempts to 

address whether there are teacher biases by sex present when evaluating the need for 

special education services.  These data were analyzed and results indicated that sex did 

not play a significant role in determining whether students should be referred for a special 

education evaluation.  Males and females were just as likely to be referred by the general 

education teachers.  Additionally, goodness-of-fit findings indicate no significant 

relationship between sex and initial teacher identification of students who may possibly 
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require special education support.  These findings are in contrast to the suggestion by 

Lieberman, et al. (2005) that boys are referred to special education at a higher rate than 

girls.  Findings from this study are in agreement with those described by Goodman and 

Webb (2006), which suggest that there is no relationship between a student’s sex and 

their likelihood to be referred for special education services.  

 The fourth research question that was investigated through this study was: Do a 

student’s work habits influence the rate of special education referral by teachers?  This 

question relates to a student’s academic habits and whether they consistently complete 

class work and homework.  Data analysis indicated that work habits, including homework 

completion rates do not play a significant role in whether a student is referred for a 

special education evaluation.  Additionally, goodness-of-fit findings indicate no 

significant relationship between work habits and initial teacher identification of students 

who may possibly require special education support.  A student who has acceptable work 

habits is just as likely to be referred for an evaluation as one who has poor work habits. 

While research indicates that poor work habits do negatively affect academic 

achievement (Bembenutty, 2012; Cooper, 2007), there was no indication that they lead to 

more frequent teacher referrals for special education services. 

 The fifth research question of interest was: Does a student’s attendance influence 

the rate of special education referral by teachers?  This question attempted to determine 

whether or not there was a relationship between the amount of school that a student 

misses and their being referred for special education evaluations.  Results of data analysis 

indicated that that there was a significant relationship between attendance and special 
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education referral.  Goodness-of-fit findings also indicate a significant relationship 

between attendance and initial teacher identification of students who may possibly 

require special education support.  A student who was considered by teachers to have a 

poor attendance pattern was more likely to be referred for a special education evaluation 

than a student who demonstrated an acceptable attendance pattern.  As was noted by 

Dekalb (1999), poor attendance leads to lower academic achievement and therefore, 

increased referrals for additional support.  

 The final research question of interest was: Does a student’s socioeconomic status 

influence the rate of special education referral by teachers?  This question investigated 

whether or not a student was more likely to be referred for a special education evaluation 

based on their SES, which was measured by whether or not they qualified for the school’s 

free and reduced lunch program.  Data analysis indicated that there was no significant 

relationship between SES and special education referral when examining the students 

who attended SST meeting.  These findings are in not consistent with those reported by 

Guralnick (2006), Exception Children (2008) and Zorigian (2010), which claim that 

students in lower SES categories tend to face more adversities than their higher SES 

peers, leading to an increased possibility of needing additional supports to be successful.  

Goodness-of-fit findings, however, do indicate a significant relationship between SES 

and initial identification of students who may possibly require special education support. 

These results indicate that teacher bias may exist.  This potential bias is demonstrated by 

the fact that there is a significant relationship observed between SES and the students 

who the teachers initially identify as needing special education support, but once an 
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intervention is implemented, there is no longer a significant relationship observed 

between SES and students who actually demonstrate a need for possible special education 

support.  

Summary and Discussion 

 Altogether, the results of this study indicate that the effective implementation of a 

reading fluency intervention plays a significant role in identifying students who are in 

need of special education services.  Specifically, the number of students who were 

referred for special education evaluations following initial teacher concerns significantly 

decreased following implementation of intervention procedures, dropping from 48 

students (3%) during the pre-intervention period to nine students (0.6%) during the 

intervention period.  In addition, students who were still considered to be in possible need 

for special education services following participation in the intervention were more likely 

to actually qualify for special education services than students who did not participate in 

the intervention program, demonstrated by 56% of referred students meeting eligibility 

criteria during the intervention period compared to only 23% of referred students meeting 

eligibility during the pre-intervention.  

 An analysis of characteristics of students who were identified as possibly needing 

special education services indicated that poor attendance appears to be significantly 

related to a referral for special education evaluation.  Attendance also has a significant 

relationship with initial identification by teachers regarding the need for special education 

support.  This coincides with the notion that students who are not present in the 

classroom to learn new material during instruction are more likely to perform poorly on 
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assessments of that material.  Teachers may see this poor performance as a need for 

special education support when in fact it is more indicative of an educational 

disadvantage.  SES was a significant factor related to teachers’ initial identification of 

students in need of possibly special education support, but was not found to be significant 

when looking at students who were referred to Student Study Team meetings.  Sex and 

work habits did not appear to be significant factors when examining the population of 

students who were referred possible for special education services. 

Limitations of the Study and Directions for Future Research 

 Several limitations presented themselves throughout this research study. One 

major limitation of this study was the sample size.  This study was conducted in only one 

school, with an average annual population of 800 students.  The number of students who 

were actually referred for special education evaluations and participated in the 

intervention study was significantly smaller than the overall school size.  Future studies 

aiming to evaluate the relationship between specific interventions and special education 

referrals may want to consider conducting this research across settings, including 

multiple school locations which would increase the sample size.  This will allow for a 

greater generalizability when analyzing results.  

 A second limitation of this study involves the intervention that was presented to 

students.  The same intervention was given to every participant, which is helpful when 

evaluating the effectiveness of that particular intervention.  However, this does not allow 

analysis to determine whether the effects were related to that specific intervention, or just 

due to the fact that any intervention was provided.  Future studies may want to include a 
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variety of interventions to establish whether or not effectiveness is correlated with a 

particular intervention style.  

 This study investigated only the implementation of one reading intervention.  

While it is suggested that reading deficits, specifically reading fluency deficits, are highly 

correlated with academic weaknesses in all areas, there are cases where individuals who 

demonstrate no reading weaknesses do struggle with other academic areas, such as math. 

Therefore, it is possible that students who met the intervention expectations provided 

throughout this study may still truly meet the eligibility criteria for special education 

services in math.  Future studies may want to investigate whether the implementation of 

math interventions result in similar outcomes in terms of special education referrals.  

 Due to administration requirements that students be monitored at all times, the 

reading intervention implemented throughout this study was conducted within a 

classroom setting.  While students may not have been in a classroom with their usual 

peers, there were still often students present in the room while the intervention occurred. 

It is unclear whether this impacted the student’s performance.  Future studies may choose 

to investigate whether providing the intervention in isolation of other students result in 

different outcomes.   

Educational Implications 

 Special education evaluations are costly in terms of both staff time and financial 

resources.  Being able to limit these evaluations to students who truly demonstrate a valid 

need for special education services would allow schools not only savings when looking at 

resources, but would also allow teachers to provide support within their general education 
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classrooms to help all students be successful. Implementing one-minute, peer-led reading 

interventions is a cost-effective and time-effective method of allowing students to work 

on their skill deficits while still participating with their peers in the general education 

setting.  Teachers are not required to participate in the physical implementation of this 

intervention, resulting in no loss of instructional time.  This intervention also allows a 

student’s growth pattern to be identified quickly, indicating whether sufficient growth is 

being made just at a slower rate or whether the student truly is not capable of making 

growth on specific academic tasks, suggesting that the need for further special education 

evaluations.   

 Student attendance has been shown to play a role in the observed need for special 

education services.  Encouraging increased attendance rates among struggling students 

may assist in helping these students increase their academic skills.  In addition, knowing 

that a student has a poor attendance history may be a factor that should be analyzed when 

determining whether a special education evaluation is warranted.  If the student 

demonstrates poor attendance, also considered to be an educational disadvantage due to 

the student’s lack of exposure to academic content, then they should not be evaluated for 

special education services until that educational disadvantage has been eliminated.  
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APPENDIX A: COACH CARD 

Coach Card 

1. Attach the appropriate Assessor Passage to the clipboard.  

2. Write the student’s name and date on the Assessor Passage sheet 

3. State to the target student: “I will now read you the passage you will be reading 

today”  

4. Place the Student Passage sheet face up in front of the student 

5. Read the entire passage aloud to the student from Assessor Passage sheet while 

the target student follows along on Student Passage sheet 

6. Tell the student “Now please read the passage to me out loud” 

7. Assist the student with words as needed as they read the entire passage from the 

Student Passage sheet 

8. Set the timer for one (1) minute 

9. Read the directions, in bold, on the top of the Assessor Copy of the passage to the 

student 

10. Tell the student: “Start” Start the timer after the student says the first word. 

11. Listen to the student read the passage from the Student Passage sheet, put a slash 

through any words the student reads incorrectly or skips on the Assessor Copy 

sheet 

12. If the student gets stuck on a word for more than three seconds, assist the student 

with the word and put a slash through it as incorrect on the Assessor Copy sheet 

13. When time is up, tell the student: “Stop Reading” 

14. Mark the last word read by the student on the Assessor Copy sheet using a bracket 

15. Count the number of words the student read correctly and write the score on the 

Assessor Copy sheet 

16. Tell the student “You read ____ words correctly today!” 

17. If the target student beat their score from the previous day tell them “Great Job!”  

18. If they did not beat their score from the previous day tell them “Good work. 

Let’s try to beat our score tomorrow.” 

19. Record the number of words read correctly on the Data Chart provided 

20. Put all paperwork back into the folder
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APPENDIX B: DAILY DATA CHART 
 
  

Reading Fluency RTI Data Chart
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APPENDIX C: INTEGRITY CHECKLIST 
 

RTI 
Observer Role 

 
Procedural Integrity Checklist 

  
        
Observer ________________________Assessor _________________________ 
        

Good 
Needs 
Practice 

Check Box to indicate 
performance           

    Reads standardized directions verbatim: 

    

“We’re reading with everyone in your class/school today. What 
is your first and last name? When I say ‘start’, begin reading 
aloud at the top of the page. Read across the page. Try to read 
each word. If you come to a word that you don’t know, I’ll tell it 
to you. The goal is to read as many words correctly as you can 
in one minute. Be sure to do your best reading. Do you have any 
questions?” 
 
“Start.” 
 
“Stop reading.” 

               

    
Holds clipboard and stopwatch so student cannot see what is being 
written. 

    Starts stopwatch after student says first word.  

    
If student does not say first word, waits 3 seconds, provides word, 
marks it as incorrect, starts stopwatch. 

    
If student hesitates on a word for 3 seconds, provides word and 
marks it as incorrect and marks '3' above the provided word. 

    Marks word read incorrectly with a slash.  

    
At the end of 1 minute says "Stop Reading" and puts a bracket 
after the last word read.  

    Records total number of words read minus errors 

    
Assessor and Observer are within 2 points of each other for the 
number of words read correctly.  
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